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WAYFINDING FOR NOVICE ART MUSEUM EDUCATORS:  
A POST-INTENTIONAL PHENOMENOLOGICAL EXPLORATION 
Ashley Ann Mask 
 Over the last four decades, museum education in the United States has 
developed into a legitimate and respected profession. However, for those who want to 
become art museum educators, the path is neither clear nor smooth. Those in the 
profession often face low pay, limited career growth opportunities, and a lack of job 
security. Despite these realities, the museum education field continues to attract people. 
Yet, there is scant literature about novice art museum educators, specifically about how 
they find their way as they enter the profession.  
 Utilizing a post-intentional phenomenological methodology, this qualitative study 
explores the phenomenon of wayfinding, defined as how someone orients themselves to 
the museum education profession and the ways they navigate the opportunities and 
challenges they encounter. The research questions guiding this study include how 
wayfinding took shape for five art museum educators with less than two years of work 
experience, what they went through upon entering the profession, and what helped them 
navigate their way.  
 Phenomenological research methods, including three one-on-one interviews with 
each participant over six months and a focus group with all of the study participants, 
were employed to gather rich descriptions of their lived experiences. The research 
materials were placed in dialogue with concepts that resonated with wayfinding as 
described by the study participants, including self-identity, agency, and relational 
autonomy. Findings illuminate how (un)welcoming these novice art museum educators 
found museum spaces, how their sense of self intersected with their wayfinding, how 
they enacted agency, and how they drew upon relationships with other people. Insights 
into the unique experiences of novice museum educators of color, the empowering 
effects of agency, the varying roles of mentoring and peer support, and the value of 
pausing to reflect on lived experiences are shared. 
 While the findings are limited to the educators in the study and are not 
representative of the field at large, this study provokes and produces new ways of 
understanding wayfinding for novice art museum educators. As the field of museum 
education continues to evolve, this study offers pertinent insights to university instructors 
who teach museum education courses, education supervisors in art museums, people 
who are interested in a museum education career, and art museum educators already 
working in the field.  




 This dissertation is dedicated to the five novice art museum educators in the 
study, and art museum educators everywhere. 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I began working in art museums as a teaching artist almost fifteen years ago. I 
was hired to write curricula for summer art classes that were offered at a contemporary 
art museum in Colorado, where I lived at the time. The classes were successful, with 
young artists inspired by the art surrounding them. The experience also stirred in me a 
renewed love of museums. As a photographer and mixed media artist, I had spent a 
good deal of time visiting art museums as inspiration for my art practice. Now, I saw art 
museums as a wonderfully rich space for inspiring conversations as well as art-making. I 
saw people from all walks of life making personal connections with artworks, often in 
conversational collaboration with other people. 
Years later, having advanced to the position of Education Director (a glossary of 
key terms appears at the end of this chapter) at the same museum, I moved to New York 
City to manage the Visitor Experience department at a museum in Manhattan, where I 
oversaw twenty paid part- and full-time educators and fifty volunteer docents. In these 
educators, I saw an incredible devotion to museum visitors, whether the visitors be first-
time art viewers or art history scholars, second grade students on a class trip or a family 
group representing multiple generations. In addition to a sincere dedication to all kinds of 
learners, the educators seemed willing to work for little pay, despite the fact that curators 
and conservators hired during the same period and with similar levels of experience 
were paid substantially more. As a middle manager, I felt a significant pressure to 
advocate for these educators when I met with executive staff members of the museum, 
while simultaneously communicating the needs of the institution back to my staff 
members, even when those institutional needs seemed to contradict the work they were 
doing to welcome all kinds of visitors. For example, raising money was an important 
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activity for the museum (as it is in all museums) and often a primary focus for museum 
leaders. One potential source of income was educational programs, but that meant 
excluding people who were unable to pay the fees. 
 In addition to negotiating these exchanges between top level management and 
frontline educators, I was a guiding presence in other ways for educators as they began 
working in the museum, particularly for those who were new to the profession. I 
intentionally hired educators of different ages with various backgrounds and life 
experiences, with the goal of mirroring our city’s diversity. I looked for people who were 
naturally inquisitive and curious, not only about art but also about other people. Many 
were relatively inexperienced in museums, but they brought with them degrees in fields 
such as education, art, and history, as well as retail or visitor services experience. While 
they taught museum visitors about our exhibitions, bringing their knowledge and 
personal experiences to bear, I taught them about museum education. I thrived when I 
was mentoring individuals in their teaching practice and creating professional 
development opportunities for the entire group. After all, most of the educators I hired did 
not earn a college degree in museum education, and a certification exam for museum 
education does not currently exist. 
 I was, and still am, drawn to the stories of people who choose to join the field of 
museum education. Combined with this is my relentless curiosity about people’s lived 
experiences and how they understand and process them, all within the environment of 
the museum; a place that I fell in love with over fifteen years ago, but also recognize is 
fraught in many ways. Some of the questions that initially guided my way to this research 
project and dissertation were: Why do people choose to join the art museum education 
field? What were their experiences leading up to joining the field? Now that they work in 
an art museum, what do they understand about their role within their institution? And 
how do they make sense of their day-to-day work within a larger art and museum 
education framework? 
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 In the remaining sections of this chapter, I will briefly familiarize readers with the 
background to the research problem, the purpose of the study, including the research 
questions that guided my research, the significance of the study, the type of study I 
conducted, and the organization of the dissertation chapters. 
Background to the Problem 
The field of museum education in the United States has developed substantially 
over the last four decades (Dobbs & Eisner, 1987; Munley & Roberts, 2006). While 
education has been a part of museums since the first American museums were founded 
in the late 19th century, museum education’s rise parallels a greater shift in the role of 
museums in society that began in the middle 20th century. For a variety of reasons, 
including ties to government and foundation funding streams, museums were called on 
to be more responsive to the general public (Anderson, 2004). As museums explored 
how they might attract more diverse visitors by researching visitors’ motivations, they 
worked to develop more meaningful interactions with visitors (Falk & Dierking, 1992; 
Hood, 1983/2004; Munley, 1986). While this shift affected all aspects of museum work, 
museum educators were naturally positioned to respond to such a change, because they 
were already directly serving the visiting public through gallery teaching and public 
programs. Some believed that educators, who were historically delegated to the 
“basement” (Brigham et al., 1988; Ebitz, 2005), would finally advance their position to a 
more significant place alongside curators, exhibition designers, and conservators in 
American art museums. 
 Additional indicators of this progress can be seen by looking to academia, 
professional membership organizations, and social media. Museum studies programs 
have been offered in American universities since the early 20th century, with a focus on 
administration, collections care, and art restoration (Bomar, 2012). Many of these 
programs now offer a museum education specialization, and a few universities even 
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offer graduate degrees focused on museum education exclusively. Professional 
membership organizations like the American Alliance of Museums (AAM) and the 
National Art Education Association (NAEA) have thriving museum education divisions. 
The Journal of Museum Education publishes peer-reviewed articles, and several other 
academic journals, such as Studies in Art Education and the Journal of Aesthetic 
Education, regularly include articles on museum education. Further, museum education 
blogs, such as Museum 2.0, Art Museum Teaching, and Museum Questions, offer 
accessible platforms to discuss contemporary issues facing the field, such as museum 
education advocacy, the relationship between education and other museum 
departments, partnering with outside organizations, and larger policy issues that directly 
affect the work of museum educators.  
 As is evident from these examples, the contemporary collective voice of the 
museum education field has gained significant strength and momentum in recent history. 
And despite the fact that many museums rely heavily on volunteers to implement 
educational programs and, in some cases, have cut back severely on their educational 
budgets in the wake of the 2008 economic crisis (Kley, 2009; Nolan, 2009a), many 
people are still choosing to join the museum education profession. But for a person 
interested in teaching in museums, the path to a fulfilling career is not clear. For the sake 
of comparison, a person who wants to teach in schools can easily locate guidelines for 
educational and employment requirements. Depending on the state where they want to 
teach, they will likely need to earn an education degree from an accredited university 
and pass a teaching certification exam. To continue teaching, they must fulfill a certain 
number of professional development hours each year. After several years of teaching, 
they will go through a tenure process.  
 On the other hand, for museum educators, the process of finding one’s way to 
and in the profession is obscure. The profession does not have a required degree or 
certification exam. Museum educators may enter the field from a variety of backgrounds. 
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As frontline representatives of the museum, educators with diverse backgrounds are 
more likely to reflect their audiences and thus, connect with them in unique ways. From 
this perspective, educators with diverse backgrounds benefit the larger museum field 
(Brigham et al, 1988; Burchenal et al., 2007). Yet, for those interested in working in 
museum education, there is little guidance on how one gets there. Once they find 
employment in museums, educators often work in isolation (Reid, 2012; Stafne, 2012), 
and their colleagues in other departments rarely have a sense of the specialized 
combination of skills and knowledge necessary to be an effective art museum educator 
(Dragotto et al., 2006). Furthermore, as Pond (1988) stated, “There are no clear models 
for the logical development of a career in art museum education” (p. 11). Novice 
museum educators are left feeling unsure of their place in the museum with no sense of 
their future in the profession (Nolan, 2009b).  
Again, this stands in stark contrast to the profession of classroom teaching, 
where a path to and in the profession is not only clearer, but substantial research 
exploring the experiences of teachers abounds. When looking to the literature on novice 
classroom teachers specifically, there is a plethora of research that speaks to the 
tremendous amount of adjustment that happens in first few years of being an educator, 
and to the important implications of how this adjustment is handled, including the role of 
student teaching in preparation for the profession (Caires & Almeida, 2007; Clarke et al., 
2014; Dahlgren & Chiriac, 2009; Flores & Day, 2006; Grimmett & Ratzlaff, 1986; 
Mclntyre et al., 1996; Nguyen, 2009; Rozelle & Wilson, 2012; Valencia et al., 2009), the 
transition for novice classroom into the workplace (Alsup, 2006; Corcoran, 1981; 
Galman, 2009; Hong, 2010; Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011; Veenman, 1984), how the 
work environment influences their teacher identities (Beijaard et al., 2004; Bullough, 
2005; Fernet et al., 2016; Flores & Day, 2006; Gavish & Friedman, 2010; Pearce & 
Morrison, 2011), the importance of developing resiliency in novice classroom teachers 
(Beltman et al., 2011; Doney, 2013; Williams, 2003), and the intervention of induction 
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programs in helping novice classroom teachers make their way (Bickmore & Bickmore, 
2010; Devos et al., 2012; Fresko & Nasser-Abu Alhija, 2009; Gold, 1996; Ingersoll & 
Strong, 2011; Kapadia et al., 2007; Wang & Odell, 2002; Wong, 2004), including 
inductions programs that incorporate a formalized mentoring component (Nasser-Abu 
Alhija & Fresko, 2010; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). One way to think of this early career 
adjustment is through the term wayfinding. 
Wayfinding 
 Wayfinding is a term typically used in the fields of architecture, environmental 
design, and graphic design. In these fields, wayfinding refers to a person’s orientation 
and navigation of a physical space (Arthur & Passini, 1992; Lynch, 1960). Wayfinding 
design gives special consideration to information systems and design elements such as 
signage, maps, and symbols that help guide a person through the space and alleviate 
potential stress associated with moving through unfamiliar environments (Perkins, 2012). 
In museums, the term wayfinding is sometimes used when referring to the visitor’s 
experience of entering and navigating the museum space, which might influence the 
design of museum maps and signage, for example (Sokol, 2009; Tallon, 2016). Recent 
scholarship on wayfinding in museums recognizes the process as complex and dynamic 
(Engineer & Anthony, 2017), including for each visitor distinct moments of 
“understanding where they are, identifying the options available to them, working out 
how best to reach a specific destination, checking whether they are on the right track, 
and understanding when they have arrived” (Faherty, 2019, para. 2), as well as actively 
making choices and moving through the space. 
 For this research, I have conceived of wayfinding in a metaphorical sense. In the 
same way that physical wayfinding involves more than just getting from point A to B, so 
does metaphorically finding one’s way in the art museum education field. It involves 
moments of reflection—understanding where you are, identifying various options for 
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moving forward, and assessing whether you are on the right track—and moments of 
action—making choices and moving. Because museum education can still look quite 
different across contexts, and continues to attract people with diverse backgrounds, the  
exploration of the metaphorical process of finding one’s way—both reflectively and 
actively—seems especially rich with potential. And while there is substantial literature on 
wayfinding, in this metaphorical sense, for classroom teachers—and in spite of the lack 
of a clear path for novice museum educators—there is no literature that speaks to their 
early wayfinding experiences. My study aims to address this gap. 
 One important feature of much of the literature on novice classroom teachers is 
the centering of the voices and perspectives of the teachers themselves. This powerful 
approach on the subjectivity of educators has only occasionally been used in the 
museum education literature, including a handful of museum education studies that 
gathered first-hand accounts from museum educators in order to explore how they view 
their roles and what knowledge and skills they describe as critical to their work (Bailey, 
2006b), their beliefs, attitudes, and practices about museum education (Reid, 2012), 
how educational theory and methods guide their work with visitors (Stafne, 2012), and 
the connections between educational and curatorial work in museums (Quinn, 2018). 
This existing research provides a platform to build on, but there is no research that 
focuses exclusively on the lived experiences of novice art museum educators. While the 
field has made great strides and research on museum education expands at a rapid 
pace, the voices of those entering the field—particularly regarding how they find their 
way—are simply not being heard.  
Purpose of the Study  
 To sum up, as I have outlined previously, there is a particularly glaring absence of 
literature on novice art museum educators as they find their way in the profession. An 
important place to begin expanding the literature in this area is to hear from novice art 
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museum educators themselves. This qualitative study explored the phenomenon of 
wayfinding as it was experienced and described by five art museum educators at the 
beginning of their careers. The main research questions that guided the exploration of 
this phenomenon are: 
 How might wayfinding take shape for five art museum educators entering the 
profession? 
- What do they go through?  
- What helps them navigate their way?  
 Following the gathering of my research materials, and through my analysis 
process, I identified analytical questions that further focused my inquiry: 
- How welcoming did the novice museum educators find the spaces they joined, 
and in what ways? 
- How did the educators’ sense of self intersect with their wayfinding? 
- How, if at all, did they enact agency to respond to these spaces? 
- How did the novice museum educators draw upon relationships with other people 
as they navigated these spaces? 
I will elaborate on these questions, and how I came up with them, in chapter III. 
Significance of the Study 
 As museums continue to become more public-oriented institutions, all indications 
show that the need for museum education will continue to grow. This reality calls for 
further research to inform the field as it evolves in the coming years; specifically, to 
understand the early challenges and opportunities that people who choose to become 
art museum educators encounter. Scholarship on museum education is lacking when it 
comes to novice educators, and this study will begin to address the gap. For museum 
education researchers, this study provides an example of what might be gained by 
!9
bringing to bear unconventional research methodologies—in this case, post-intentional 
phenomenology—in the exploration of various aspects of the field. 
 Furthermore, for people who are interested in a museum education career, this 
study will give them a sense of what it might be like to join the profession. For people 
who teach museum education courses in universities or colleges, or as part of museum 
education certification programs, this study will shed light on the possible realities that 
museum educators might face upon entering the field. For people supervising art 
museum educators in museums, this study will illuminate some of the needs and 
motivations of new museum educators. For novice art museum educators working in the 
field, this study will hopefully resonate, as the study participants are their peers. 
Moreover, novice art museum educators might find inspiration in the stories of the study 
participants, and gain insights on how they might handle similar challenges they face. 
Ultimately, this study might play a small part in continuing to build a stronger, more 
diverse and resilient museum education profession moving forward. 
Type of Study 
In order to illuminate the phenomenon of wayfinding as it was experienced by 
novice art museum educators, I utilized a post-intentional phenomenological research 
methodology (Vagle, 2018). Post-intentional phenomenology is based on the 
philosophical tradition of phenomenology, which looks to people’s lived experiences to 
understand phenomena in the world. With a postmodern orientation, post-intentional 
phenomenology seeks not to explain a single essence of a phenomenon, but instead 
produces meanings that are generative, multiple, fleeting, and partial; seeking out where 
the phenomenon is provoked or produced, complicated or entangled in its multiplicities, 
so as to open up thinking about the phenomenon. 
Because I was interested in the experiences of novice art museum educators 
from their point of view, the process of gathering research materials consisted of multiple 
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individual interviews with five study participants, as well as a focus group discussion that 
included all of the participants, over a six month period of time. Details on the post-
intentional phenomenological research process will be further outlined in chapter III.  
Organization of the Chapters 
In this chapter, I have introduced the background to the problem, the research 
and analytical questions guiding this inquiry, the significance of the study, and the study 
type. In the following chapter, I provide context for the study by reviewing literature about 
art museum education and educators, the related field of classroom teaching with an 
emphasis on novice classroom teachers, and a brief section on millennials in the 
workplace. In chapter III, I introduce phenomenology as a philosophy, followed by a 
description of the post-intentional phenomenological methodology and study design that 
guided this research. The following three chapters are devoted to the findings from the 
study. In chapter IV, I introduce the five novice art museum educators who participated in 
the study through a curated selection of their stories, illuminating wayfinding through 
their firsthand accounts. Then, I pause for an interlude on the conceptual commitments 
to self-identity, agency, and relational autonomy that underpin the following two chapters. 
In chapter V, I continue to explore wayfinding through three analytical questions that I 
identified through my analysis in dialogue with concepts of self-identity and agency. The 
analytical questions include how welcoming the novice museum educators found the 
spaces they joined, and in what ways, how the educators’ sense of self intersect with 
their wayfinding, and how, if at all, they enacted agency to respond to these spaces. In 
chapter VI, I continue exploring wayfinding through an additional analytical question—
how the novice museum educators drew upon relationships with other people as they 
navigated these spaces—that placed my research materials in dialogue with concepts of 
relational autonomy. In chapter VII, I discuss the findings and connect the educators’ 
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stories to existing ideas, literature, concepts, and theories. Finally, I explore implications 
of this research along with calls for future research. 
Key Terms 
Museum Terminology and Jobs 
            Museum Education—a specialized field dedicated to the educational potential 
of museum collections and informal learning spaces. 
            Museum Educator—a trained specialist who is paid to work with museum 
visitors of all ages and abilities to aid their exploration of and learning about artworks 
and exhibitions on view, or about art and art-making in general, either through informal 
gallery interactions, more formal educational programs, or through educator-designed 
interactive or interpretative materials available on-site or online; Museum Educators also 
handle administrative tasks related to educational programs; Museum Educators may be 
full-time, part-time, or freelance. 
            Freelance Museum Educator—a paid Museum Educator who is self-employed 
and contracted to work for museums on a program-specific basis, primarily executing 
educational programs directly with visitors; in the U.S., Freelance Educators may also be 
referred to as Contractual Educators. 
            Docent—an unpaid volunteer who guides museum visitor groups; typically, 
museum Education Departments maintain an ongoing educational program for Docents 
to learn about exhibitions and pedagogical approaches for their work with visitors. 
            Museum Curator—a trained specialist who is paid to manage museum 
collections, including acquisitions and display of artworks; Curators interact occasionally 
with visitors through public programs, such as Curator-led tours; Curators also write 
about artworks and exhibitions for wall labels, printed exhibition catalogs, and online 
content. 
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            Education Department—a division of museum staff that includes Museum 
Educators and is typically led by an Education Director, overseeing exhibition-related 
programs, both for general visitors as well as visitor groups, and other educational 
offerings in line with the educational mission of the museum. 
            Curatorial Department—a division of museum staff that includes Museum 
Curators and Curatorial Assistants, and oversees the museum’s collection and 
exhibitions. 
            Museum Director—the highest ranking staff member in a museum, overseeing 
all aspects of museum operations, exhibitions, and programming; a Museum Director 
often works closely with a board of trustees to maintain the museum’s budget and 
spearhead future museum plans. 
Types of Museums 
            Encyclopedic Museum—a museum with a wide-ranging collection including 
artworks and objects from around the world, representing various time periods and 
diverse media and genres; examples of Encyclopedic Museums include the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York City and the British Museum in London. 
            Specialized Art Museum—a museum with a specific collection, based on a 
geographic location, ethnic or cultural representation, a particular media or genre, a 
founder’s collection, or some other specificity; examples of Specialized Art Museums 
include the Studio Museum in Harlem in New York City, the National Museum of Modern 
Art in Tokyo, and the Asian Art Museum in San Francisco.  
            Children’s Museum—a museum with a focus on children as its primary 
audience, though family and intergenerational learning is also often a priority; exhibits 
tend to be interactive and designed to be actively explored by children 
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Abbreviations 
            AAM—American Alliance of Museums 
            AAMD—Association of Art Museum Directors  
            MER—Museum Education Roundtable  
            NAEA—National Art Education Association 
            NYCMER—New York City Museum Educators Roundtable 
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Chapter II 
LITERATURE REVIEW  
Introduction 
This chapter reviews literature related to the study of wayfinding for novice art 
museum educators. The chapter is organized into three main sections. The first section, 
Art Museum Educators, provides context for the work of art museum educators, 
including what their day-to-day work includes, how they are typically trained, and the 
place of museum education and educators in museums. The second section, Novice 
Classroom Teachers—a field where significantly more research has taken place—
presents literature to provide further context and comparison for the museum education 
field. Finally, a short section on Millennials in the Workplace will explore recent research 
on career trends for this generation. 
In addition to providing context and raising questions for the study, the literature 
review will also expose a gap in the literature on the topic of novice art museum 
educators. 
Art Museum Educators  
 Johnson (2009) defines museum education “in the broadest sense as any 
museum activity pursued with a view of facilitating knowledge or experiences for public 
audiences” (p. 8). She goes on to cite the 2005 AAM publication Excellence in Practice: 
Museum Education Principles and Standards, which outlines three areas under the 
purview of museum education: 1) accessibility, in the form of community engagement 
and diverse perspectives, 2) accountability, through high-quality content and 
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methodology, and 3) advocacy, for audiences, education, and learning (American 
Association of Museums, 2005). Within this context, art museum educators are expected 
to interact with a variety of “individuals and communities representative of the complex 
layers of our society” including K-12 students and teachers, museum trustees and art 
collectors, scholars and professors, intergenerational families and museum volunteer 
docents, and general visitors with diverse understandings and relationships to museums, 
to name a few (Henry, 2006, p. 223). While the audience-facing scope of their work may 
include gallery teaching and art-making workshops, a full-time museum educator’s day 
also includes many hours devoted to work behind the scenes. Some of the 
administrative tasks associated with the role include planning and developing programs, 
building relationships with outside organizations and audiences, attending cross-
departmental meetings, and conducting evaluation and research (Bailey, 2006b).  
Museum educators are often expected to be the “audience advocate” within their 
institutions (Gurian & Munley, 1990; Henry, 2006; Reeve, 2012; Schmitt, 2014). This 
assumes that educators will not only be knowledgeable about content (art) and 
pedagogy (teaching strategies) but also about the people that come into the museum 
(Jensen & Munley, 1985), with their own diverse interests, experiences, and motivations 
(Falk, 2009). At the same time that they advocate for their audiences, art museum 
educators also advocate for art as they interact with those audiences. Hubard (2015) 
states that art museum educators are responsible for facilitating “participatory gallery 
experiences for visitors” where the focus is an exchange between works of art and 
visitors (p. 2). This emphasis on gallery teaching that connects visitors effectively and 
meaningfully with works of art is echoed by many leaders in the field (Burnham & Kai-
Kee, 2011; Czajkowski & Hill, 2008; Rice & Yenawine, 2002). Burnham and Kai-Kee 
(2011) believe that teaching with art is at the core of the museum educator’s role, with 
each educator bringing unique perspectives and approaches to their interactions with 
people of all ages and the artwork they are obliged to bring to life. 
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The following subsections will delve more deeply into the literature as it pertains 
to various aspects of art museum education.  
What Is the Museum Education Profession? 
While educational programs for a visiting public have had a place in American art 
museums since their inception in the late 19th century (Buffington, 2007; Williams, 
2007),  it was not until many decades later that dispersed practices and programs began 1
to connect and coalesce into a legitimate field, per se. The first professional organization 
for museum educators, the Museum Education Roundtable (MER), was established in 
1969, followed by a Committee on Education as part of the American Association of 
Museums—now called the American Alliance of Museums—(AAM) in 1973, and the 
Museum Education Division of the National Art Education Association (NAEA) in 1981 
(Kai-Kee, 2012).  
In 1973, MER began publishing Roundtable Reports, capturing scholarship and 
commentary from the field, which subsequently became a peer-reviewed publication, 
Journal of Museum Education, in 1985 (Yellis, 2012). In 1978, thanks to funding by the 
National Endowment for the Arts, The Art Museum as Educator was published, marking 
the first attempt at a comprehensive inventory of exceptional art museum education 
programs nationwide and connecting educators working in museums across the country 
(Kai-Kee, 2011). AAM published a report called Museums for a New Century in 1984 and 
later, Excellence and Equity in 1992. These reports called on museums to better fulfill 
their educational roles by integrating museum education into school curriculum, 
conducting research on museum learning, and broadening the scope of their influence 
vis-à-vis national dialogues (Moore, 2000). AAM went so far as to recommend an 
entirely new definition of museum education in their 1992 report; one that centered all 
museum activities around education (American Association of Museums, 1992).  
  A notable early exemplar was the Newark Museum, directed by John Cotton Dana, who 1
believed that museums were obliged to be useful to their communities.  
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Mayer (2005b) described a subsequent problem for art museum educators, now 
enjoying a flood of relevant research after years of drought. She suggested that despite 
this abundance, central organizing principles had not emerged for the field. Sounding an 
even louder alarm, Nolan (2009b) argued that museum educators did not position 
themselves well in response to the Excellence and Equity report released by AAM in 
1992—which explicitly called on museums to center all activities around education and 
public service. Instead of “playing a leadership role in building the capacity of others to 
do this work” within their institutions, the job of educator became “blurred with customer 
service” (p. 118). Nolan went on to suggest that the current state of the museum 
education profession was one with “no common language, no consistent set of practices, 
and few educational leaders” (p. 118). Bailey (2006a) argues that some of this confusion 
is a result of the myriad ways that museum educators are prepared for their work, which 
influences the perception of museum educators by people both in and outside of the 
museum world. Though training and preparation is increasingly available through 
university programs, the field has evolved without universal certification or licensing, 
unlike similar fields such as classroom teaching. The following section will delve into the 
professional training and preparation of museum educators. 
How Are Art Museum Educators Trained? 
 Ebitz (2005) stated that a “profession depends on the availability of training 
specific to the profession” (p. 156). However, the museum education profession regularly 
embraces individuals from a variety of backgrounds with no specialized degree or 
particular training requirements prior to entry (Bailey, 2006ab; Pond, 1988; Reid, 2014; 
Stafne, 2012). In 1987, twenty-five art museum educators met in Denver to create a 
collective vision for the professional preparation of art museum educators (Ebitz, 2005; 
Gardner, 2015; Kai-Kee, 2011). Their discussions resulted in a list of identified areas of 
knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary for effective art museum educators. Though 
they alluded to the “strength and richness” that museum educators with diverse 
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backgrounds bring to their work, they believed that art museum educators must have 
“master’s-degree-level competency” in the knowledge of art, how people learn, and the 
ability to teach with objects, as well as good communication skills, creativity in 
connecting people with art, and the ability to “read” the behavior of others (Brigham et 
al., 1988, p. 9). Though the “knowledge of art” competency could be interpreted as a 
need for an art history background akin to that of curators, the group clarified that the art 
museum educator’s role was as audience advocate—with expertise on the diverse 
abilities and learning styles of museum visitors—that is not in subordination to a 
curator’s expertise but “equal in the mission of the museum” (p. 9). While the group did 
not call for a uniform degree or training program for museum educators, based on their 
list of optimal knowledge and skills, the role is wide-reaching and expansive and requires 
an agile combination of many different, high level capabilities. In his influential book 
Making Museums Matter, Stephen Weil (2002) spoke to these capabilities, echoing the 
Denver group in their assertion that art museum educators, and their accompanying skill 
set, are vital to the museum field: 
    Tomorrow’s museums cannot be operated with yesterday’s skills. Although  
 museums will still require the expertise of the discipline-centered specialists who  
 today hold many of their senior positions, the successful operation of public- 
 service museums will require that those specialists at least share these positions  
 with museum workers of a different orientation and expertise—museum workers  
 who will bring to their institutions a new combination of skills and attitudes. (p. 46) 
 Weil (2002) went on to suggest that such skills would include an expertise in 
public programming that involves working with community members to meet their needs 
and establishing productive collaborations with diverse organizations outside the 
museum.  
Based on their experience of implementing an art museum education program 
with incarcerated youth, Stafne and Gaugler (2011) raised concerns based on the 
perception that museum educators are flexible and able to work with a wide range of 
people, and therefore, have the ability to transfer their skills to work with anyone, 
anywhere. In reality, “every environment and audience requires specific training and 
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knowledge to meet the needs of a unique population effectively” (p. 52). These 
seasoned art museum educators suggested that training topics should not only include 
pedagogical approaches and content knowledge, but also emotional support and 
opportunities for reflection (Stafne & Gaugler, 2011). 
 Several scholars have explored the topic of training by examining the degrees 
required for education positions in museums. In a 2004 study on the requirements for an 
art museum career in the United States, Chen (2004) analyzed six issues of the AAM 
newsletter between April and September of 2001, paying close attention to the 125+ job 
listings included in each issue. She found that 68% of education division jobs called for a 
master’s degree in art history. Besides art history, she found that museum education, 
arts education, and education were mentioned in some of the education division listings. 
However, in surveys of over 100 art museum professionals from museums of different 
sizes in different cities nationwide, she uncovered a similar finding when respondents 
were asked to identify the necessary skills for art museum educators. Respondents felt 
that a background in art history was ideal (Chen, 2004). 
 These findings were echoed in a study by Ebitz (2005), who analyzed the job 
listings in AAM newsletters from January, 2002 through December, 2003. Again, a 
master’s degree in art history was the most preferred academic requirement for art 
museum educators, included in 64% of the listings. He found that a master’s degree in 
art education (30%) or museum education (25%) was most typically listed as an 
alternative. The researcher suggested that a recent increase in the number of museum 
education courses offered in degree-granting programs might “provide an alternative to 
art history for students seeking a career in art museum education” (p. 162). Given the 
number of graduate degrees currently offered, with a focus on museum education 
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exclusively,  it is possible that a more contemporary analysis of such job listings might 2
glean different results. Still, as Chen Cooper (2008) pointed out, an emphasis on art 
history is not a great surprise, as art history has been a focus among art museum 
professionals and museum studies programs since the early 20th century. For Ebitz 
(2005), a troubling omission from most of the job listings in his 2002-2003 study was an 
emphasis on working with diverse audiences, despite the trend toward multiculturalism 
and diversity in the previous decade. 
 In a 2012 nationwide survey of 123 art museum educators (full-time, part-time, or 
volunteer) primarily from large urban cities, Stafne (2012) found that the majority of art 
museum educators held graduate degrees of one kind or another (74%). In exploring the 
academic coursework completed by these educators, he found that the majority of 
respondents completed some art history coursework (88%) and some education 
coursework (77%). Interestingly, of the coursework options listed in the survey—such as 
art studio, art history, design, philosophy, and education—none referred to museum 
studies or museum education, specifically. 
 In their interviews with art museum educators, both Stafne (2012) and Chen 
(2004) found that many educators did not feel that their academic training was enough to 
fully prepare them for the reality of their work once they entered the field. During 
interviews with education directors as part of her study, Chen (2004) found that 
education directors believed that those who wished to be art museum educators should 
specialize in education during their academic training or undertake an internship in a 
museum’s education department (preferably, long-term and paid), in order to better 
understand the realities of the workplace. This finding is particularly striking, given that 
 Some of the earliest to offer a Master of Arts in Museum Education specifically were Bank Street 2
College of Education in New York City (1975) and George Washington University in Washington, 
D.C. (1976). More recent additions include Tufts University in Massachusetts (early 1990’s) and 
the University of the Arts in Philadelphia (1998). 
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according to the literature outlined above (Chen, 2004; Ebitz, 2005), most job listings 
emphasized knowledge of art history over education or museum education.  
 What role do internships play in training art museum educators?. In 
interviews with ten art museum educators in New York City, Stafne (2012) found that 
internships were particularly valuable in extending learning beyond the academic 
classroom. More than half of the educators he interviewed completed an internship at a 
museum, either as part of an undergraduate or graduate program or as part of a 
separate museum-based internship program. For three of the participants, their 
internships led to further employment. A study surveying 58 museum internship 
coordinators by Simmons (2015) found that just over half of the internships reported 
were unpaid (54%) with the rest offering regular pay or a small stipend. Coordinators 
reported that internships were mutually beneficial to both the interns and the museums, 
and that interns were provided with real-world experiences and connections to the field 
in ways that might lead to future employment. In addition, internships are often 
discussed as an effective way to bridge theoretical learning in the academic classroom 
with practical learning in the field (Chen, 2004; Danilov, 1994; Simmons, 2015; 
Tramposch, 1985). 
 The importance of internships in providing a path into the museum education 
profession raises concerns, though, regarding issues of inclusion and equity in 
museums, and the arts fields more broadly. Unpaid internships as an entry point to the 
museum field are common (Addario & Langer, 2016; Fisher, 2013), though this practice 
has come under more scrutiny in the last few years (Frenette et al., 2015; Ivy, 2016; 
Richardson, 2017). And though the Association of Art Museum Directors  (AAMD) (2019) 
recently called on museums to end the practice of not paying interns, it will take time for 
the field to adjust. In a 2017 survey conducted by the MuseumNext organization, 59% of 
the 420 museum professionals who responded (primarily based in the United States and 
Europe) said they had completed an internship before entering the field, with 48% saying 
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they did so with no pay, and only 8% earning a living wage (Richardson, 2017). 
Participants spoke to the value of internships with comments such as “I got my job from 
my internship!” but also recognized the inherent issues around equity and diversity, 
saying “Unpaid internships perpetuate a lack of diversity in the field because only some 
folks can afford to work for free” (Richardson, 2017, para. 8). Furthermore, when these 
museum professionals were asked about the museums where they currently work, 88% 
said their museums offered internships, 53% of which were unpaid (Richardson, 2017). 
These findings speak to a cyclical effect with regards to museum internships, echoed in 
additional comments by survey respondents such as “They are far from ideal, but an 
unfortunate reality of our current system” and “They’re unfair but necessary in the 
sector.”  
I should mention here that I am an example of this phenomenon, having entered 
the field as an unpaid intern almost fifteen years ago in an education department of a 
small, regional art museum in Colorado. As such, the topic of museum internships, and 
their status as a primary mode for entering the profession, is of particular interest to me. 
My study illuminates this topic further, as some of my study participants completed 
unpaid museum internships prior to their current paid positions. 
What Is the Place of Museum Educators in Museums?  
As mentioned earlier, it was not until the mid-20th century that museums truly 
began repositioning themselves from elite tastemakers to responsive service providers, 
or what Stephen Weil described as a shift from inputs, such as collection quality, to 
outputs, such as collection utilization and public programs (Weil, 2002; Weil, 1995/2004). 
In Reinventing the Museum, Gail Anderson (2004) described the evolution in museums 
as moving from “an ivory tower of exclusivity” toward “a more socially responsive cultural 
institution in service to the public” (p. 1). This shift mirrored changes taking place in the 
education field more broadly, moving away from filling the “empty vessel” of a student’s 
mind with “expert” knowledge toward a learner-centered approach that engaged 
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students through personal and social connections—a constructivist model in the vein of 
John Dewey and George Hein (Ebitz, 2005). As a part of this paradigm shift, visitor 
studies emerged as a field to address the needs of museum visitors in the form of 
research. Visitor studies researchers explored museum visitors’ motivations and ways 
for museums to connect with a more diverse public, and their findings called for more 
relevant and meaningful interactions between visitors and museums (Falk & Dierking, 
1992; Hood, 1983/2004; Munley, 1986). 
Simultaneously, the civil rights and feminist movements of the 1960’s and 70’s 
inspired museum educators to eschew their professorial personas and the “walk-and-
talk” lecture tour in favor of more socially-relevant, interactive pedagogy (Mayer, 2005a). 
Museum educators sought out new theories about teaching and learning to inform their 
evolving approaches (Franco, 1992; Mayer, 2005b). Educational psychologists, such as 
Howard Gardner and his multiple intelligences theory (1983) and Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi and his theory of flow (1990), helped museum educators reorient their 
purpose and pedagogical methods around the experiences of the visitor (Reeve & 
Woollard, 2012).  
While many museum professionals were affected in some ways by these societal 
shifts toward student and visitor-centered pedagogy and programming, museum 
educators were naturally positioned to respond, because they were already in 
relationship with the visiting public. Educators who were historically delegated to the 
“basement” (Brigham et al., 1988; Ebitz, 2005) found themselves in a more critical 
position to affect change, alongside curators, exhibition designers, and conservators in 
many American art museums (Korn, 2007). 
In spite of these efforts, a landmark study led by art education researchers 
Stephen Dobbs and Elliot Eisner in 1987, called The Uncertain Profession, found that 
museum education still had a long way to go. Through interviews with museum directors 
and education directors in twenty major American art museums, Dobbs and Eisner 
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(1987) found that there was “a lack of consensus among museum professionals 
regarding the basic aims of museum education” and an absence of substantive research 
and literature, as well as inadequate resources for the professional preparation of 
museum educators  (p. 6). In an effort to determine whether progress on these specific 
points had been made, Williams (1996) followed up ten years later with a survey-based 
investigation of the same museums (though naturally, many now had new directors and 
education directors) and twelve additional museums. Despite an increase in museum 
education research and literature in the previous decade, there was still a lack of 
acknowledgment for the importance of museum education. For instance, she found that 
museum mission statements rarely referenced education, “despite the fact that 
education is recommended as an integral component of museums throughout the 
current literature” (p. 39). While not everyone believed the original study adequately 
addressed the questions it sought to answer (Stapp, 1987), The Uncertain Profession 
prompted a great deal of conversation about the evolution of the museum education 
profession, with follow-up articles, panel discussions, and professional development 
institutes in the years that followed.  
Furthermore, as museums continued to adopt audience-centered perspectives in 
all of their activities, museum educators felt a risk that their role might become obsolete. 
In their renowned article, “Are Museum Educators Still Necessary?” museum educators 
and evaluators Mary Ellen Munley and Randy Roberts (2006) addressed this concern by 
asserting that the new paradigm of distributed educational responsibilities across the 
museum meant that educators were once again being called on to innovate and shape 
the ongoing dialogue in much the same way they did historically. The authors credit 
museum educators with spearheading a “revolution about audiences and access begun 
in the 1970’s” and as such, educators were in some ways victims of their own success 
(p. 29). They asserted that the next generation of museum educators could not “retreat 
to the comfort zone of technical acuity” but instead, must “step forward with new 
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strategies, new alliances, and new ways to forge civic engagement and demonstrate 
public value” (p. 38). Part of stepping forward, as described by Munley and Roberts 
(2006), has been through the pivotal role education departments have begun playing in 
the equity work taking place in many American museums. In many ways, my study 
participants are distinctly situated within the next phase of this work, especially given the 
current political and cultural climate in the United States, as discussed in the following 
section. 
How Are Educators Involved in Current Equity Work Taking Place in American 
Museums?  
In the last few years, as art museums have been called on as sites for 
contemporary social justice work in the wake of movements such as Black Lives Matter 
and #MeToo (see #decolonizethisplace, #MassAction, and #MuseumWorkersSpeak), 
educators have been identified once again by scholars and practitioners as the most 
promising change agents within their institutions (Callihan & Feldman, 2018; Davis et al., 
2018; Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2016; Ng et al., 2017; Yellis, 2012). Educators, among other 
museum professionals, are being called on to acknowledge, incorporate, and center 
Indigenous ways of knowing (Lonetree, 2012; Roessel, 2019; Sleeper-Smith, 2009), 
recognize white supremacy that exists within themselves and/or in their institutions 
(Cole, 2014; Heller, 2018; Mann et al., 2018; Monet, 2018), and address the need for 
inclusive language that welcomes all visitors (Buff, 2019; Kinsley et al., 2016; Kraehe & 
Evans, 2019). 
Where previous decades saw an almost-exclusive examination of the audience-
facing work of museums, this more recent appraisal has turned the lens inward (Callihan 
& Feldman, 2018; Greenberg & Pelaez, 2015; Harris & Pogrebin, 2019; trivedi, 2015), 
scrutinizing the ways that racism permeates all aspects of museum work (Dewhurst & 
Hendrick, 2016; Heller, 2018; Monet, 2018), the challenges women face while working in 
the museum world (Baldwin & Ackerson, 2017; Callihan & Feldman, 2018; Davis et al., 
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2018; The Incluseum, 2016; Kahn, 2016), and the need for museums to embrace gender 
fluidity, gender nonconformity, and diverse sexuality through inclusive terminology used 
in signage and evaluation (Buff, 2019; Lussenhop, 2018), and in hiring practices 
(American Alliance of Museums, 2016), for example.  
A particularly contentious aspect of this back-of-house scrutiny points to how 
exclusive the museum field is as a whole, as demonstrated through staffing 
demographics (Bunch, 2000; Gilbert, 2016; Kinsley & Wittman, 2016; Marsh, 2019). The 
recent Art Museum Staff Demographic Survey conducted by the Andrew Mellon 
Foundation found that “white staff continue to dominate the job categories most closely 
associated with the intellectual and educational mission of museums, including those of 
curators, conservators, educators and leadership” making up 84% of museum staff, 
where white Americans make up only 62% of the general population (Schonfeld et al., 
2015, p. 3). Though the concern about a lack of diversity among museum workers is 
certainly not new (Bunch, 2000), the 2015 Mellon Foundation survey results have 
received a great deal of attention in the field, sounding alarm bells for those who see 
museums as public institutions that should reflect the populations they serve (Cascone, 
2018; Theung, 2016). There are signs of incremental progress, particularly in museum 
education departments, as indicated in a comparison between the Mellon Foundation’s 
2015 and 2018 survey, showing educators of color increased from 20% to 26% of the 
overall education staff among the 136 museums who participated in both years 
(Westermann et al., 2019).  
An additional challenge for education departments, though, is that entry level 
positions in museum education are notoriously low-paying (Boast & Mott, 2017; 
Sandstrom, 2018). A recent survey on average museum salaries conducted by the 
Association of Art Museum Directors (2017) found that the entry level educator salary 
ranked only above the salary for a security guard. This reality creates a significant 
barrier for those who cannot rely on financial support elsewhere, from parents or a 
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working life partner (Sussman, 2017). Furthermore, the AAMD survey results are 
particularly troubling given the frequent requirement of, or at the very least, strong 
preference for, a master’s degree in museum education job postings (Ebitz, 2005), 
adding yet another barrier for those who cannot afford to earn a graduate-level degree 
before pursuing paid work.  
It is amidst this adverse, yet evolving state of affairs that my study participants 
find themselves entering the profession; a profession filled with practitioners actively 
reflecting on its position and potential for the future. 
What Do Museum Educators Have to Say?  
 While research studies based on the first hand accounts of museum educators 
are rare, there are a few exceptions. In a qualitative study with fifteen science museum 
educators in Massachusetts who had worked for at least five years in the field, Elsa 
Bailey (2006b) found that museum educators spoke positively about their work, strongly 
identifying as educators and viewing museum education “not as a job but as an 
identity” (p. 180). Though educators felt some insecurity about working in the non-profit 
sector, with low pay and unpredictability for the future, they ultimately felt committed to 
their career choice, for a variety of reasons. One educator stated, “I think one of the 
reasons that I liked my job early on here was that opportunity to keep learning new 
things . . . the opportunity to learn, and learn from my colleagues” (p. 191). Another said 
about their work: 
   Satisfaction . . . comes from working with children, working with adults...I guess 
 that social aspect really is something I enjoy more than I would have   
 anticipated; . . . when other opportunities have arisen and I've thought about it, I  
 think this is the best of what I could ever, ever want in some ways. (p. 191) 
In a more recent study, Stafne (2012) gathered the personal accounts of ten museum 
educators and combined these accounts with quantitative survey data from 123 museum 
educators to “create a narrative of the museum educator experience” (p. iv). His findings 
focused primarily on the interactions of educators with student visitors, with educators 
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discussing the importance of helping students slow down and look closely at artworks, 
and the preparation and training of museum educators, as reviewed in the previous 
subsection on how art museum educators are trained. However, he also noted feelings 
of isolation among educators in their work as well as a sense that other museum 
departments did not understand the complexity of educators’ work. As one educator 
stated, “I feel like—to be honest—I feel like curators kind of think, ‘Oh, they are just 
education,’ you know?” (Stafne, 2012, p. 115). 
 Neither of these studies delved into the experiences educators had as they 
entered the field. An exploratory research study conducted by Michael Spock (2000) 
offers some insights on motivations to enter the field. During two national museum 
conferences held in Philadelphia in 1995, Spock interviewed 75 museum professionals 
and asked them to share stories “about pivotal learning experiences they had or 
observed in museums” (Spock, 2000, p. 19). Of the approximately 400 distinct narratives 
that emerged, Spock focused his findings on the first-person accounts of childhood 
experiences that influenced the selection of a museum career later in life, whether the 
pivotal event was due to a museum’s collection, a specific object, an exhibition, a series 
of related events, or an ongoing museum program. Spock (2000) stated, “These stories 
were about events deeply felt and long remembered. They were not life-as-usual, but 
about events that made a difference, that added up to something” (p. 27). In the case of 
these museum professionals, early experiences in museums made a significant 
difference in the way their lives unfolded. By telling their own, self-selected stories, they 
formed connections between their personal and professional identities in real time. This 
study is relevant to my study, as it also gathers first-person narratives as a rich source of 
data.   
Another exceptional narrative-based study is Natasha Reid’s dissertation on the 
identities of art museum educators as expressed through their life histories. Reid (2012) 
examined the stories of five museum educators (including her own), seeking 
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connections between their life histories and the realities of their day-to-day experiences 
as art museum educators. She found that the educators shared a passion for art, art 
museums, and art education. However, she also found an absence of any unified 
understanding on the role of museum education, as well as a lack of credibility with other 
museum colleagues. She described these two findings as indicative of a growing identity 
crisis among art museum educators. As she stated in her early reflections about the 
research: 
   The role of the museum educator has become increasingly intricate. In order to 
better prepare museum educators to succeed and grow in this rapidly developing 
profession, it is imperative to develop an understanding of the current role of the 
museum educator. (p. 79)  
By centering museum educators’ voices in her study on “the development of a 
vision of the role of the museum educators amidst social change,” she both positioned 
them as experts on their field, as well as highlighting the lack of museum educators’ 
voices in the larger body of literature, particularly regarding their own understanding of 
the challenges they face (p. 79).  
In a more recent exploration of the experiences of art museum educators, 
museum educator Traci Quinn (2018) conducted interviews with four educators working 
at the intersection of education and curation. She then combined excerpts from the 
interviews with her own observations and reflections as a museum educator, embracing 
multi-vocality as a method that seeks to “challenge [the researcher’s] position as the 
focal point...and limit the privileging of [the researcher’s] voice over others’ voices” (p. 
63). Despite her assertion that “through their training in education and audience 
engagement, educators are able to challenge hierarchical structures” (p. 23), Quinn 
found that educators engaged in the work of “un-disciplining” regularly confront the 
reality that “the stability that comes with institutionalized museum work also comes with 
a slow moving and difficult path towards transformation” (p. 197).   
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Novice Classroom Teachers 
 In contrast to the scarcity of research on art museum educators entering the field, 
there is an abundance of research on novice classroom teachers. This is due in part to 
the fact that many researchers have recognized the serious and widespread problem of 
teacher attrition in the field. According to some estimates, more than a third of new 
teachers leave within three years of joining the profession, and half leave within five 
years (National Commission on Teaching and America’s Future, 2008). As such, a great 
deal of the recent literature on novice classroom teachers revolves around teacher 
retention. The subsections that follow are organized by important questions addressing 
challenges that novice teachers face.  
Before delving into the literature, though, it is important to highlight an important 
aspect of many studies on novice classroom teachers, including most of those reviewed 
below, as it pertains to my study. These studies prioritize the first hand accounts of 
teachers’ experiences as shared through their own stories and reflections (Ahn, 2016; 
Alsup, 2006; Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010; Castro et al., 2010; Coffey & Farinde-Wu, 
2016; Doney, 2013; Fresko & Nasser-Abu Alhija, 2009; Galman, 2009; Pearce & 
Morrison, 2011; Scherff, 2008; Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011; Ulvik et al., 2009). As with 
the previous section on the inclusion of museum educators’ voices in the literature, my 
study builds on this approach, focusing on the first hand accounts of my study 
participants. 
 What Is It Like to Transition from Pre-Teacher to Teacher?  
 The transition period between a novice teacher’s academic training and their first 
job as a classroom teacher is often a difficult and complex time. This phase is often 
referred to by education scholars as a “reality shock” or “transition shock” (Corcoran, 
1981; Veenman, 1984), due to discrepancies between what pre-service teachers—
defined as people who are in the process of becoming certified to teach K-12 students in 
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school-based classrooms—expect when they begin their teacher education program, 
what they learn while in their teacher education program, and what they ultimately find 
when they begin working as teachers. As McLean (1999) suggested, those who pursue 
a teaching degree are not empty vessels waiting to be filled; rather, they come with a life 
full of classroom experiences, having spent “thousands of hours living with teachers in 
classrooms, observing them, discussing them, criticizing them” (p. 59); thus, they bring 
many expectations and assumptions about the field before joining it.  
 Several pre-service teacher studies illuminate the importance of exploring 
preconceived ideas about teaching in connection with what one actually experiences in 
the field. Hong (2010) employed a mixed method approach to explore the perceived 
professional identities of a group of 84 pre-service teachers, beginning teachers with five 
years experience or less, and teachers who left the field within five years. The study 
found that pre-service teachers begin their professional identity work while in their 
teacher education programs, but identity work is abruptly challenged when teachers 
begin working in their own classrooms, illustrating the notion of “reality shock” as 
described previously. One study participant who left the teaching profession said, “I had 
those days where I was like, ‘I just can’t take it anymore’” (p. 1537). Based on these 
findings, Hong (2010) proposed that K-12 schools think beyond short-term attractions for 
retaining teachers and also integrate a “long-term agenda of establishing their 
professional identity and creating better plans that are truly related to teachers’ 
professional lives” (p. 1541).  
In a study of forty-five teachers embarking on their first professional experiences, 
Thomas and Beauchamp (2011) examined the metaphors used by study participants to 
describe their professional identities, both prior to the start of their first year of teaching 
and mid-way through the year. Before they began working in classrooms, novice 
teachers described themselves using metaphors that alluded to supporting their future 
students, such as “tree roots,” “the offensive line on a football team,” and “part of the 
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village that it takes to raise a child” (p. 765). Mid-way through their first year in the 
classroom, however, teachers shifted the focus to themselves, using metaphors that 
represented their multi-faceted and challenged positions, such as “a soldier; I have my 
battles,” and “a duck; above the above the water it all looks calm and collected, and 
under the water the feet are paddling like crazy” (Thomas & Beauchamp, 2011, p. 766). 
Galman (2009) studied thirty-four pre-service teachers prior to their student teaching 
experience and uncovered a “dissonance-response” pattern for students who struggled 
to reconcile the differences in their ideas about teaching and the reality of their academic 
experiences. Ultimately, this dissonance functioned as a motivating catalyst for identity 
development, whether the students chose to remain in their teacher education program 
or not. Similarly, Alsup (2006) explored professional identity development by following six 
pre-service teachers over two-and-a-half years. She theorized that during this time, 
several “borderland discourses” emerged, with teachers working to make sense of 
cognitive and emotional dissonance between “multiple cultural-contextual 
understandings of ‘teacher,’ personal beliefs and experiences, and understandings of 
professional expectation and responsibilities” (p. 126).   
What Role Does Student Teaching Play in the Transition Process? 
The student teaching experience, alluded to in the previous section, is a 
significant element of preparing pre-service teachers for their transition into the 
profession. Most university-based teacher preparation programs in the United States 
require this component, often as a culmination of the program (Guyton & McIntyre, 
1990). Pre-service teachers are paired with experienced classroom teachers, called 
cooperating teachers, in local classrooms for an extended period of time, providing pre-
service teachers with “the opportunity to stand face to face with the challenges and 
demands of the teaching profession" (Caires & Almeida, 2007, p. 516). The student 
teaching placement is considered by many pre-service teachers to be among the most 
valuable facets of a teacher preparation program (Caires & Almeida, 2007; Clarke et al., 
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2014; Mclntyre et al., 1996; Rozelle & Wilson, 2012), giving them the chance to put their 
academic training into practice in front of a group of students, with a seasoned teacher 
nearby. Studies have found that pre-service teachers rely heavily on guidance from their 
cooperating teacher about their budding teaching practice (Grimmett & Ratzlaff, 1986), 
often replicating what they see their cooperating teacher do, sometimes literally. In a 
study following six pre-service teachers during their student teaching placement, Rozelle 
and Wilson (2012) interviewed a cooperating teacher, who described “how weird it is to 
see carbon copies of myself teach” (p. 1201).  
Given the heavy emphasis on the student teaching placement in teacher 
education programs, and the powerful influence that cooperating teachers have on pre-
service teachers (Nguyen, 2009), it is not surprising to learn that some pre-service 
teachers find the situation stifling. In a study by Valencia et al. (2009), pre-service 
teachers expressed disappointment, with one saying, “Almost everything in the lesson is 
hers [the cooperating teacher’s]. I guess the only things that are mine in this is [sic] the 
management, not the lesson. . . . I don’t get to do much of my own stuff, really” (p. 310). 
In a study of novice teachers in Portugal in their first two years of teaching by Flores & 
Day (2006), one teacher stated about their work with supervising teachers, “I had to 
teach according to other people’s perspectives. Now I teach my way and not according 
to other people’s ideas” (p. 225). 
 These teachers’ experiences sit in contrast to a movement in teacher education 
in the last few decades that emphasizes collaboration, as well as critical self-reflection, 
on the part of everyone involved, including the student teacher and cooperating teacher, 
as well as university supervisors and school administrators (Bates et al., 2009; Hong, 
2010; Johnston, 1994). Following this trend, Dahlgren and Chiriac (2009), in a study of 
twenty pre-service and first year teachers and their views on professional learning, 
responsibility, and collaboration, found that pre-service teachers recognized the 
important connection between group work as part of their educational program and the 
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expectations for teamwork in their future profession. Explaining a new teacher education 
model at the University of South Australia, Le Cornu (2009) described a turn toward 
participation, community, and collaboration among pre-service teachers. She argued that 
a “learning communities model” would foster greater relational resilience in pre-service 
teachers as they prepare for their early classroom experiences as professional teachers. 
Similarly, my study explores the significance of human relationships for museum 
educators entering the field.   
How Does Environment Influence Professional Identity in the Early Years of 
Teaching? 
 As previously mentioned, career entry is a difficult time for teachers, and burnout 
is a serious possibility during the first few years of their practice (Gavish & Friedman, 
2010). In these early years, teachers develop their professional identity by reconciling 
their individual motivations to join the profession and the real-world factors they face in 
the classroom and school environment (Fernet et al., 2016). Pearce and Morrison (2011) 
described teacher identity as two distinct spheres: personal and public. One’s personal 
identity is derived from one’s point-of-view and sense of agency. Public identities vary 
and depend on the different contexts we face in our daily lives. This dichotomy is 
reiterated by Robert Bullough, Jr. (2005), a professor of teacher education, who called 
these two spheres our “core” and “situational” identities. He suggested that teachers’ 
situational identities are both limited and enabled by the contexts of their schools, 
supporting some kinds of professional identities over others. Bullough (2005) goes on to 
say: 
   It is within interaction that personas reveal themselves, are or are not 
recognized by others, and are judged as fitting–contextually appropriate or 
inappropriate to the rules, duties and meanings of an established storyline. Thus, 
through interaction speakers constitute and reconstitute one another in a kind of 
moving symbolic dance with contextually set rules and established but ever 
shifting boundaries. (p. 240) 
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 This raises the question of how much a person’s relationships with other people 
in their working environment influences their developing professional identities. In the 
previously mentioned study of novice teachers in Portugal, Flores and Day (2006) 
followed teachers for the first two years of their teaching profession, when, due to a 
national policy in Portugal, all teachers have to move from one school to another 
between their first and second year of teaching; thus, providing an ideal opportunity to 
research the impact of environment on the formation of career identity. The researchers 
found a powerful intersection between the teachers’ personal histories—including the 
values of what it meant to be a teacher upon entering the field—and the influences of 
their subsequent workplaces. The perceptions of each school’s environment and 
leadership played a significant role in “(re)shaping teachers’ understanding of teaching, 
in facilitating or hindering their professional learning and development, and in 
(re)constructing their professional identities” (Flores & Day, 2006, p. 230).  
 In a robust review of the literature related to teachers’ professional identity, 
Beijaard et al. (2004) identified two common purposes for such research: first, an 
emphasis on “describing the process of identity formation” (p. 109); and second, a focus 
on the tension between the individual and their environment as they construct their 
career identities. Based on the literature, they concluded that four features are “essential 
for teachers’ professional identity” (p. 122):  
 1) Professional identity is an ongoing process 
 2) Professional identity implies the individual in combination with their context 
 3) Professional identity is made up of several sub-identities related to different  
 contexts and relationships 
 4) Professional identity development requires a sense of agency—the teacher 
must play an active role 
As this list of essential features found in the professional identity development literature 
highlights, the environment—and the reconciliation of one’s “core” identity with the 
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various personas required for working in that environment—becomes an important 
aspect in exploring novice teachers’ experiences.  
Once Teachers Are Working, What Helps Them to Survive and Thrive?  
 Resilience as a trait in classroom teachers is a relatively new area of study 
(Beltman et al., 2011; Le Cornu, 2009). Due to the prevalence of high teacher attrition 
within the first few years of their career, studies often focus on the reasons teachers 
leave the profession (Dupriez et al., 2016; Farber, 1991; Hanushek et al., 2004). The 
study of teacher resilience, however, focuses on what sustains novice teachers, enabling 
them to flourish in their chosen profession (Beltman et al., 2011). Resilience theory 
refers to the ability to adapt and thrive despite adversity (Masten et al., 1990). Bowles 
and Arnup (2016) believe that resilience is not an innate characteristic, but rather, 
something that can be developed over time. Much of the current literature on novice 
teacher resilience emphasizes this possibility by focusing not only on what natural 
attributes a teacher brings to their work, but also what strategies might be employed to 
develop teacher resilience in both teacher education programs and early career support 
programs in K-12 schools (Beltman et al., 2011). 
 Williams (2003) studied exemplary classroom teachers who chose to stay in the 
field, despite the low salaries and difficult working conditions that often cause other new 
teachers to leave the field. In uncovering the conditions for such resilience, she identified 
common desires across the group of teachers, including a need for intellectual 
stimulation (with teachers defining themselves as “life-long learners”), supportive 
supervisors who trust them, and a learning community made up of colleagues with 
whom they can collaborate (Williams, 2003). These findings were echoed in a qualitative 
study of sixteen classroom teachers and school administrators by Patterson et al. 
(2004), who found that resilient teachers had a strong set of beliefs guiding their 
decisions, focused on students and student learning, mentored other teachers, and 
highly valued professional development opportunities. One teacher in the study had 
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trouble locating professional development opportunities in their own district, and so 
instead sought out an opportunity at a local university, saying, “Not only did I learn what I 
needed to know...but I established connections with others who shared my interests” (p. 
7). In a qualitative study of fifteen rural and urban classroom teachers, Castro et al. 
(2010) identified resilience strategies developed by all of the study participants, despite 
differences in their work environments, including help-seeking, problem-solving, 
managing difficult relationships, and seeking rejuvenation/renewal. Doney (2013), in an 
in-depth qualitative study of four novice science teachers, found that facing adversity 
was a necessary ingredient in developing resilience. For these teachers, adapting 
coping strategies in the face of changing stressors was a significant indicator of their 
resilience. 
 In a review of the literature on teacher resilience, Beltman et al. (2011) 
uncovered similar findings among new teachers, including the importance of inner 
motivation and a strong sense of self-efficacy, strong and compassionate leadership 
among K-12 school administrators, and the opportunity to join learning communities, 
either through formalized mentoring programs or informal relationships with colleagues. 
In her book, What Keeps Teachers Going?, veteran teacher Sonia Nieto (2003) 
chronicled her year-long collaboration with seven urban teachers who met regularly as 
an “inquiry group” to discuss that very question—what keeps teachers going? Among 
their insights on teacher resilience, the teachers ultimately recognized the group they 
had created as a prime example of what sustained them in their profession. As Nieto 
(2003) stated, “Creating communities of learning among teachers is necessary if they 
are to remain connected to their profession, their students, and one another” (p. 124).  
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What Role Do Teacher Induction Programs Play in Helping Teachers Survive and 
Thrive? 
 As several of the previous studies suggested, schools have the opportunity to be 
a vital resource for building resiliency in their newly hired teachers. A common approach 
in many K-12 schools for proactively addressing the difficulties faced by new teachers 
comes in the form of teacher induction programs. In fact, in addition to educational 
requirements and state certification exams, many K-12 schools require that new 
teachers also go through an induction program. The induction process is intended to 
help acclimate new teachers to their work environment, accelerate their professional 
development, and prevent early teacher attrition from the field (Fresko & Nasser-Abu 
Alhija, 2009; Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). Successful induction programs are generally 
characterized by a coherent, comprehensive support structure for new teachers during 
the first two or three years of their career, including aspects such as mentoring from a 
veteran teacher, networking among peer teachers, and training in the school where they 
work (Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010; Wong, 2004). Mentoring, in particular, has been 
found to be effective in helping teachers adjust to a school’s culture and reduce new 
teacher turnover (Nasser-Abu Alhija & Fresko, 2010; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). 
Several studies also highlight the advantages of addressing both personal and 
professional needs of beginning teachers through induction programs, by building 
confidence and self-reliance alongside classroom management skills and teaching 
techniques, for example (Bickmore & Bickmore, 2010; Gold, 1996; Wang & Odell, 2002). 
The content, duration, and intensity of such induction programs vary greatly, and the 
actual effects on teacher retention overall has been disputed (Devos et al., 2012; 
Kapadia et al., 2007). Nevertheless, in 2008, approximately 80% of beginning teachers 
in the U.S. participated in some type of induction program upon entering the field 
(Ingersoll & Strong, 2011). 
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In the final subsection, below, I will explore the topic of millennials in the 
workplace. The five novice art museum educators in my study were between 21 and 29 
years of age at the time of the study. While I do not ascribe to the idea that people born 
within a certain generational category necessarily behave in similar ways to one another, 
I found that recent literature on millennials and their relationships to their jobs and 
careers provided insights relevant to my study and its participants. 
  
Millennials in the Workplace 
There has been significant public discourse on the behavioral trends among 
millennials, loosely defined as those born after 1980 and reaching young adulthood early 
in the 21st century, placing them roughly between the ages of 23 and 38 today (Pew 
Research Center, n.d.), particularly regarding their roles in the workplace. Despite a 
reputation in popular media for being entitled, self-centered, and even lazy (Dowdy, 
2015; Widdicombe, 2016), many scholars and thinkers claim that based on their 
formative experiences, millennials are remarkably adaptive and perhaps more savvy 
than their elders. Eschewing loyalty to one company or organization, millennials are 
instead curating an enviable work-life balance, where work functions not only as income 
to pay the bills but also fulfills a desire to do good in the world (Settersten & Ray, 2010; 
Watson, 2010). Because many American millennials entered the job market between the 
economic downturns associated with 9/11 and the Great Recession of 2008, there is 
understandable anxiety about job security. Add to this the fact that millennials are better 
educated than previous generations and more comfortable with technology, which is 
ever-more important to businesses and organizations, and their reluctance to fall in line 
behind older workers and traditional ways of navigating a career becomes even more 
understandable. Settersten and Ray (2010) described this elevated standard for 
employment as one reason why millennials continue to “job-hop” or “job-shop,” changing 
jobs every two-to-three years instead of settling for a position that does not meet their 
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needs and desires. And while job-hopping might reinforce the conception that millennials 
are unable to commit to “adulthood” and the accompanying responsibilities, job-hopping 
has been shown by some to benefit millennials with higher wages and faster career 
development overall (Landrum, 2017; Robert Half, 2018). This pattern is supported by 
research showing that college-educated millennials prioritize opportunities for 
advancement and are not necessarily seeking long-term employment with a single 
organization when they begin looking for jobs after college (Ng et al., 2010). 
Several scholars have argued that this kind of behavior is characteristic of  
individualization in response to the modern world, with young people choosing to make 
their own way amid a combination of increased uncertainty and fewer traditional 
structures for support (Bauman, 2001; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002; France, 2007). 
However, others have suggested that millennials are being misrepresented by faulty 
research (Stone, 2018) and that explanations based on theories of individualization 
ignore the structural barriers that might preclude a person’s choice to follow one’s 
desires so simply (Skelton, 2002). Furthermore, there is growing evidence that 
millennials behave in much the same way as their older co-workers (Costanza et al., 
2012; Pfau, 2016), with a similar desire to make a positive impact in their work (Baird, 
2015) and corresponding statistics in terms of longevity in their jobs when compared with 
other generations at the same age (Casselman, 2015). 
In her research on millennial women workers in Canada, Nancy Worth (2016) 
used a feminist lens of agency-as-relational and a recognition of the individual as 
inherently social to examine the narratives of millennial women workers in Canada. 
Through these women’s stories about insecurity in the workplace, Worth suggested that 
a sense of precariousness is the new norm, and, in contrast to popular perception, that 
these millennial women relied not only on themselves, but crucially, on their connections 
and relationships with parents, partners, and friends to navigate their way.  
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Conclusion 
 While there is scant literature on the topic of novice art museum educators, in 
this chapter, I have reviewed related literature to provide context, comparison, and 
questions to consider regarding my study. In the first section, I delved into the work of art 
museum educators, including a brief history of the profession, an overview of what they 
typically do in museums, the various ways they are trained, and their place within 
institutions, including their pivotal role in current equity work in museums. Then, I 
reviewed literature on novice classroom teachers, as a salient comparison to novice art 
museum educators. This section explored how novice classroom teachers transition into 
the field, how their work environments influence identity, and ways that novice teachers 
learn to cope, survive, and thrive in the profession. Finally, because the five participants 
in my study all fall within the millennial generational category, I included a brief  
exploration on literature about millennials and career development. Overall, my goal was 
to provide a view of the broader landscape in which the study participants found their 




METHODOLOGY AND METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 
Introduction 
This chapter discusses the methodology and methods of the study. As stated 
previously, my research was guided by post-intentional phenomenology as a 
methodological approach. This approach will be explained, including descriptions of 
Vagle’s (2014, 2018) five-component process, and how each component guided my 
study. Prior to explaining the post-intentional phenomenological research approach 
employed in this study, phenomenology as a philosophy, including its origin and 
evolution, will be described. 
Phenomenology as Philosophy 
Phenomenology concerns the ways people experience the world. The 
phenomena it references are the “ways in which we find ourselves being in relation to 
the world through our day-to-day living” (Vagle, 2014, p. 20). Phenomena emerge out of 
lived experiences; of being in the world. It is the "essence" of the experience—the thing 
that makes it what it is and not something else—that phenomenologists have historically 
attempted to capture.  
The word phenomenology first appeared in philosophical writings of the late 18th 
century. Kant suggested that we can never know something in and of itself—the 
noumenon—but only as it appears to us through our consciousness—the phenomenon 
(Spinelli, 1989). We cannot experience the true nature of anything, because we are 
interpreting everything as we experience it. In fact, one might say there is no “true 
reality,” only the various interpretations of it, each our own, based on our own unique 
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biography, with various histories and social and cultural contexts overlapping. As Spinelli 
(1989) stated, there are no “correct” interpretations, only “consensus viewpoints agreed 
upon by a group of individuals, or by a whole culture” (p. 5).  
The German philosopher Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), working at the turn of 
the 20th century, established phenomenology as a philosophical system (Moustakas, 
1994; Spinelli, 1989). Since then, phenomenology has continued to shift and evolve as 
various philosophers approach it with new eyes. To this point, the contemporary 
phenomenological practitioner Mark Vagle (2014) strongly argues that 
“...phenomenology is plural” (p. 14). Despite its evolution throughout the 20th and into 
the 21st century, there are still several major aspects of phenomenology as identified by 
Husserl that continue to function in various ways in phenomenology today, including the 
concepts of essence, intentionality, and the phenomenological reduction.  
The essence of an experience is defined as qualities or aspects that help us 
recognize something for what it is. Husserl (1913/1998) stated that people “...operate 
with them [essences] in their thinking and they also make judgments about them” (p. 41). 
Since the mid-20th century, and even more so with the postmodern turn in philosophy, 
philosophers abandoned the notion of any one “essence,” given the sheer variety of 
influences and interpretations a person brings to any encounter with phenomena. Still, 
we are constantly identifying the essences of experiences to differentiate one experience 
from the next, and phenomenology asks us to turn our attention “to the things 
themselves” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 26); to shine a light on things as they appear to us 
and as we understand them.   
This relationship, between us and the things around us, is known as 
intentionality. Vagle (2014) defines intentionality as “how we are meaningfully connected 
to the world” (p. 27). Wertz (1989) described this meaningful connection as an 
appreciation that:  
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...our mental aliveness—whether in imagining, thinking, remembering, 
anticipating, feeling, wishing, behaving, perceiving, or indeed any imaginable 
experience— ‘transcends,’ goes beyond itself, aims at and contacts something 
other than itself. (p. 85)  
Moustakas (1994) stated that an awareness of intentionality “requires that we be present 
to ourselves and to things in the world, that we recognize that self and world are 
inseparable components of meaning” (p. 28). Thus, phenomenologists recognize and 
pay close attention to the ways that we are connected to the world, and the world is 
connected to us.   
Finally, the phenomenological reduction, or the rule of “epoche” as defined by 
Husserl, is to withhold, or “turn off,” one’s judgment about a phenomenon in order to 
view it more purely (Spiegelberg, 1965, p. 134). In order to do this, a person must 
deliberately shift from the natural attitude, when we move through our world without 
conscious reflection on what we are experiencing, to the phenomenological attitude, 
attending to what we experience and how we experience it. As a part of this process, the 
researcher recognizes and sets aside their preconceived understandings about the 
phenomenon under study; to “bracket” prior knowledge, conceptions, and biases in order 
to open up to new understandings (Spinelli, 1989). By doing so, the researcher 
presumably has a higher likelihood of viewing the phenomenon with new eyes and 
learning purely about the “process or how of experience” (Wertz, 1989, p. 85). The 
contemporary version of Husserlian phenomenology, known as descriptive or 
transcendental phenomenology,  continues to stand by this approach (where other forms 1
of phenomenology have evolved this particular aspect, which will be described, below), 
with the goal of capturing a “presupposition-less description of a phenomenon” (Matua & 
Van Der Wal, 2015, p. 23). As transcendental phenomenologist Clark Moustakas (1994) 
stated: 
 Descriptive or transcendental phenomenology is frequently practiced in the field of 1
psychological research, for instance.
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   I envision a rhythm of being receptive, of being struck with the newness and 
wonder of just what is before me and what is in me while also being influenced 
by habit, routine, expectation, and pressure to see things in a certain way until at 
last, with effort, will, and concentration, I am able to perceive things with an open 
presence. (p. 89) 
By the middle of the 20th century, German philosopher Martin Heidegger 
(1889-1976), once an assistant to Husserl, altered phenomenology to incorporate what 
he felt was the critical role of language in shaping our understanding of the world. In fact, 
he believed language was not just a representation of things as they occur in the world; 
rather, that language itself was the world as we understand it (Vagle, 2014). Heidegger, 
thus, advanced phenomenology to address additional layers of being by integrating 
hermeneutics (traditionally concerning the interpretation of text, but here, referring to 
interpretation through language more broadly) with phenomenology (as being). He also 
pushed the concept of intentionality further, by recognizing the intersubjective 
relationship between subject and object—a kind of moving back-and-forth between them
—suggesting not only that we influence the world, but that the world influences us as 
well (Vagle, 2014). Put another way, when Wertz (1989) described our aiming at and 
contacting things outside ourselves, Heidegger believed the world also aims at and 
contacts us, impacting and changing us, and our interpretations of the world. The 
contemporary version of Heideggerian phenomenology is known as interpretative or 
hermeneutical phenomenology,  with a focus on a “detailed interpretation of the 2
meanings and structures of a particular phenomenon as it is experienced first-
hand” (Matua & Van Der Wal, 2015, p. 24).  
Post-Intentional Phenomenology 
Today, the phenomenological practitioner Mark Vagle (2014, 2018) proposes a 
distinctive evolution of phenomenology. He fully embraces the transitory, temporal nature 
 Interpretative or hermeneutical phenomenology is frequently practiced in the fields of education 2
and nursing research.
!46
of existence in a profoundly postmodern sense and encourages thinking outside the 
dichotomy of descriptive or interpretive phenomenology.  Inspired by the French 3
philosophers Deleuze and Guattari (1987) and their notion of lines of flight, post-
intentional phenomenology focuses on how things connect rather than what things are 
(Lorraine, 2010). The Deleuzian-Guattarian concept of lines of flight is understood in 
contrast to their molar lines—”the rigid space characterized by binaries”—and molecular 
lines—”where subtle cracks in the rigid lines occur” and open up space for flow or 
leakage but are “always in danger of being sucked back into the rigid” (Vagle, 2018, p. 
135). Unlike molar or molecular lines, lines of flight “no longer tolerate the rigid and 
explode beyond it” (p. 135). When the concept of lines of flight is applied to 
phenomenology, the emphasis on being, where the essence of a phenomenon is stable 
enough to be located and described, shifts to becoming, where “intentional connections 
exist, but they become plural lines of flight” (Vagle, 2018, p. 129). It is out of this 
philosophical shift that Vagle’s (2018) research methodology emerges, leveraging 
Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of lines of flight as a metaphor, illuminating Vagle’s 
description of intentionalities that “elude, flee, entangle, and take on various intensities in 
and over time, across contexts” (Vagle, 2018, p. 129).  
Interpreted this way, phenomena are like lines of flight, “always already exploding 
through relations” (p. 118). Meanings are generative, multiple, fleeting, and partial. 
Rather than a linear movement, either from subject to object in the descriptive 
phenomenology tradition or back-and-forth between subject and object in the 
interpretative phenomenology tradition, post-intentional phenomenological connections 
and intentionalities take different shapes, sizes, and contours “running all over the place” 
(Vagle, 2014, p. 41). Elaborating on this concept, phenomena appear and are shaped by 
all sorts of things—human and non-human; for example, art, policy, and/or dominant 
 In fact, Vagle (2014) welcomes the use of both descriptive and interpretive concepts in exploring 3
phenomena, along with distinctively post-intentional methods, for “the phenomenon calls for how 
it is to be studied” (p. 75). 
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discourse in contact with the phenomenon might play a part in shaping it. Thus, the 
phenomenon is manifested in different ways at different times (Vagle, 2018, personal 
communication). As I have come to understand phenomena from this perspective, 
phenomena will be differently shaped, taking up more or less space, appearing and 
interplaying with other aspects of what is around it, at any point in time, for different 
people. Furthermore, the act of researching a phenomenon can also shape and alter it. 
Post-ing Intentionality  
Vagle’s post-intentional phenomenology is a notable departure from previous 
iterations of phenomenology, both as a philosophy and a methodology (which will be 
described in the following subsection). However, the post-ing of phenomenology that 
Vagle (2018) endorses does not discard the original philosophical premise of 
intentionality; on the contrary, it places more emphasis there, by acknowledging the 
significant variations that exist in and amongst our connections with the world around us. 
Again drawing on Deleuze and Guattari (1987), Vagle (2018) suggests that “the ‘work’ of 
post-intentional phenomenology takes place along the hyphen...where stories are in flux, 
where we enter into middles instead of beginnings and ends” (p. 126). Furthermore, on 
the point of fluctuation and connections between things, Vagle (2015) describes: 
   When intentional relations are re-considered as multiplicities, then the 
connections are seen less in terms of ‘what is the essence of the connection’ and 
more in terms of Deleuzoguattarian distances, intensities and movements within 
and among things, relations, ideas, theories and experiences. (p. 606) 
I am reminded here of the Buddhist concept of “emptiness” which teaches that all 
phenomena are empty of an inherent, independent nature (Nhat Hanh, 1999). 
Emptiness in this sense speaks to the interconnectedness of everything; that nothing 
exists independently (nor does it have an “essence”), but only arises in relation to other 
things, causes, or conditions (Van Gordon et al., 2017). As Vagle (2018) stated, “A post-
intentional phenomenological research approach resists a stable intentionality, yet still 
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embraces intentionality as ways of being that run through human relations with the world 
and one another” (p. 32). 
On the Type of Study 
As previously alluded to, phenomenology is both a philosophy and a research 
methodology. As a research methodology, phenomenology focuses on lived experiences 
in a process of what the phenomenological scholar Max van Manen calls “radical 
reflection” (http://www.phenomenologyonline.com/inquiry/methodology/). While all 
qualitative methodologies are “born out of a recognition that each individual experiences 
the world in fundamentally idiosyncratic ways” (Peck & Mummery, 2018, p.389), van 
Manen (1990) said that “the lifeworld, the world of lived experience, is both the source 
and the object of phenomenological research” (p. 53). Cohen et al. (2000) stated that 
“phenomenological research is used to answer questions of meaning...when the task at 
hand is to understand an experience as it is understood by those who are having it” (p. 
3). Unlike narrative inquiry, which might analyze the structure of the autobiographical 
stories a person tells, or case studies, that focus on a bounded system, or case, through 
in-depth description based on multiple sources of data collection such as interviews and 
observations, phenomenology centers on a phenomenon and how that phenomenon 
manifests in people’s lives (Creswell, 2007). It is situated completely within their 
lifeworld, based in their understanding and from their perspective, with the awareness 
that one person’s experiences may also reflect in some ways other people’s experiences 
(van Manen, 1990). 
That said, phenomenology as a research methodology shares several traits 
found among other qualitative research approaches, such as narrative research, case 
studies, and grounded theory. These traits include 1) a research design that is emergent, 
or flexible to change throughout the process, 2) a researcher who serves as the key 
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instrument for collecting data,  as opposed to utilizing a third-party instrument, and as an 4
extension, recognition by the researcher that they bring with them a specific background, 
unique histories, and particular contexts, and 3) a process that results in a holistic view, 
as much as possible, of the topic being studied, with multiple perspectives and 
complexities represented (Creswell, 2007).  
Design of the Study 
Vagle (2018) outlines five key research components for the post-intentional 
phenomenological process.  
1. Identify a post-intentional phenomenon in context(s), around a social issue; 
2. Devise a clear, yet flexible process for gathering phenomenological material  
appropriate for the phenomenon under investigation; 
3. Make a post-reflexion plan;  
4. Explore the post-intentional phenomenon using theory, phenomenological  
material, and post-reflexions; 
5. Craft a text that engages the productions and provocations of the post-   
intentional phenomenon in context(s), around a social issue (p. 139). 
While this outline gives an impression of something linear, and offers clarity that 
mirrors the linear format of this dissertation, the post-intentional process is, in actuality, 
non-linear by design. With the philosophical underpinnings of phenomenology prioritizing 
the temporal nature of existence, multiple, fleeting, and partial meanings were 
constructed, shifting, and re-imagined throughout my research process. As such, the 
process was much more akin to moving between, around, and among these various 
components.  
In the following subsections, I will describe each component and the ways my 
study was organized through them.    
 I will hereafter refer to “data” as “research material” as a deliberate shift away from quantitative 4
research terminology. I explain this choice in detail, in the study design sub-section that follows.
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Identify a Post-Intentional Phenomenon in Context(s), Around a Social Issue 
 The phenomenon I am studying is wayfinding, as it is manifested in, around, and 
through the early career experiences of art museum educators. Vagle (2018) stated that: 
   Post-intentional phenomena are conceived as circulating through social 
relations—and, again, are produced through the dynamic entanglements and 
intensities (Deleuze and Guattari) among direct lived experience, discourses, 
habits, policies, practices, contexts, histories, language, art forms, popular 
media, politics, objects, etc. (p. 148) 
Thus, there is no illusion of defining the “essence” of wayfinding in general, nor even as 
it manifests for anyone entering the art museum education field. Rather, identifying the 
phenomenon and exploring it within the context of career entry and the art museum 
education field in New York City, allows me to work at a “threshold” in the middle of 
things, where they connect and “contain both entries and exits,” offering glimpses of the 
phenomenon and the myriad ways it manifested for the educators in my study. By 
approaching the phenomenon this way, and following lines of flight that “help us see 
philosophically oriented work as generative, creative, and complicated” (Vagle, 2014, p. 
118), I acknowledge and mirror the generative, creative, and complicated process novice 
art museum educators engage with as they enter the profession, casting light on what is 
otherwise a veiled and mysterious process, at a time when the profession is growing, 
changing, and evolving.   
Participant Recruitment and Selection 
I recruited five novice art museum educators in New York City. The size of the 
participant pool was based on the goals of the research, with an emphasis on deeply 
understanding the experiences of novice art museum educators. As such, multiple 
encounters with a small group of people made the most sense, resulting in information-
rich material gathered over time (Patton, 1990; Vagle, 2014); in this case, the study 
lasted six months. Using purposeful sampling, I selected each participant based on the 
following criteria: 
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1. Have been working in the field for less than two years 
2. Was a paid employee, full-time or part-time (at least 15 hours per week), in  
one art museum 
3. Regularly facilitated gallery experiences between visitors and works of art as  
part of their job 
I established the above criteria for several reasons. The first two years upon 
entering a profession is a critical time for wayfinding. Educators working primarily for one 
institution interact with and respond to their context differently, than, for example, 
freelance educators who often work in multiple museums. For my study, the work 
environment provided a continuous backdrop for the educators' experiences. Finally, 
requiring that the participants regularly facilitate gallery experiences meant that some 
commonality existed in the work responsibilities for all of them. 
I recruited participants through an online ad placed with the New York City 
Museum Educators’ Roundtable (NYCMER), a local professional membership 
organization with over 1000 members. NYCMER is utilized by emerging museum 
educators for professional development and networking opportunities in New York City 
and the surrounding area; thus, it is an organization that attracts my target population. I 
also posted information about the study with two Facebook groups—the New York City 
Emerging Museum Professionals group “made up of individuals who have worked in the 
museum field for less than 10 years and are interested in sharing their knowledge, 
experiences, and engaging in professional development and networking 
opportunities” (https://www.facebook.com/groups/nyc.emps/about/) and the Museum 
Hue Community, which “advocates for people of color in arts, culture, history, science, 
education, museums and creative economy” and provides “a nexus for resource sharing, 
helping people advance in their careers, learn more about the profession, share events, 
articles, jobs, fellowships, internships and conferences” (https://www.facebook.com/
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groups/museumhue/about/). Given the field’s lack of racial or ethnic diversity, and the 
recent attention this lack of diversity has received, as outlined in the previous chapter 
(Bunch, 2000; Gilbert, 2016; Kinsley & Wittman, 2016; Marsh, 2019; Schonfeld et al., 
2015), I was interested in reflecting diversity in terms of race and/or ethnicity in my 
participant group. I also deliberately avoided recruiting directly through museums, as I 
hoped that participants would feel more at ease to share their experiences outside the 
context of their workplace and the pressures they might feel if they perceived that I was 
connected in some way to their employer. Interested educators responded directly to me 
through contact information included in the recruitment materials. Twenty-three 
educators contacted me via email, and those that did not meet the qualification criteria or 
were not available for the duration of the study were not invited to participate. Five 
educators who both met the criteria and committed to the project timeline of six months 
were asked to participate, and all five agreed.  
I paid each participant a stipend of $150 for their contribution to the study (this 
information was included in the recruitment materials). Though it is not a lot of money, by 
paying participants something, I was enacting my belief that educators ought to be 
respected and compensated for their time and expertise. 
The following section includes a brief description of each participant based on 
biographical information they shared with me before the start of the study, as well as 
details about their work situations that emerged during interviews. For identifying 
descriptive information, I used the terms that they used in describing themselves. This is 
not meant to overgeneralize, recognizing the tremendous diversity within the social 
identity markers that we often use. While identifying descriptive information is factual, I 
chose a pseudonym for each participant, which I shared with them, to preserve 
confidentiality and anonymity.  
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Participants 
Hannah is a 27 year old white  musician who identifies as female, using she/her 5
pronouns, and grew up in the Midwest. She began working approximately 25 hours a 
week at a children’s museum with a focus on interdisciplinary arts in New York City six 
months prior to the study.  
Alicia is a 21 year old self-identified Asian American female, using she/her 
pronouns, with a theater background who began working part-time at a specialized art 
museum in New York City a few months prior to the study. 
Lena is a 29 year old artist and activist who identifies as queer and Xicanx, using 
they/them pronouns. Lena grew up on the West Coast and moved to New York City 
almost one year prior to the study, when they began working full-time at an encyclopedic 
museum. 
Nicole is a 23 year old self-identified Asian American female, using she/her 
pronouns, who began working full-time at an encyclopedic art museum one year prior to 
the study.  
Julie is 28 years old and identifies as a white female, using she/her pronouns. A 
certified art teacher, she began working in a specialized art museum just outside of New 
York City almost two years before the study began.  
The study participants will be introduced more fully in the following chapter. 
 The 6th edition of the APA Publication Manual suggests capitalizing both Black and white, but 5
The Chicago Manual of Style leaves the choice up to the author or publication. In this 
dissertation, I am choosing to capitalize Black, as a sign of respect, and to recognize the systemic 
racism from which Black people have suffered for generations. In contrast, I am not capitalizing 
white, to acknowledge that white people have not suffered under systemic racism. In addition, as 
the American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language (4th ed.) highlights, the use of the 
capitalized White is sometimes associated with the writing of white supremacist groups.  
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Devise a Clear, yet Flexible Process for Gathering Phenomenological Material 
Appropriate for the Phenomenon Under Investigation 
Before further outlining my process, it is important to clarify my use of terms in 
relation to the qualitative research methodology I utilized. Words are important in 
signifying meaning and focus. Where convention has researchers using terms such as 
“data” and “collection” to demarcate the process of interviewing or observing people, for 
instance, several qualitative researchers have made efforts to reorient this process away 
from quantitative research terminology by using words such as “empirical materials” and 
"gathering.” For me, a shift in terms helped open up the process and set an intention for 
my research, evoking a sense of receptivity and flexibility each time I engaged in the 
work; while at the same time, the choice to change terminology alerts readers to the 
differences between quantitative and qualitative research (Dahlberg et al., 2008; Denzin 
& Lincoln, 2003; Vagle, 2018). Vagle (2018) refers to phenomenological material used in 
phenomenological research, and I have chosen to use the terms “research materials” 
and “gathering” to describe the process.  
I gathered research materials from the five study participants in three phases, in 
order to provide different contours to the phenomenon under study. My process is 
described in the sub-sections below.   
Table 1: Study Timeline 
Time frame Method Estimated time 
commitment
Payment
May-July, 2018 Two individual semi-






August, 2018 Focus Group 2 hours 
December, 2018 One individual semi-
structured interview
1-1.5 hours $75 Visa card





 Interviewing is a common method for gathering material in qualitative research, 
and it is perhaps the most salient method for phenomenologists, because the lived 
experiences of the participants are shared in the words of the participants themselves. 
About the role of interviews in qualitative research, Patton (1990) stated: 
   We interview people to find out from them those things we cannot directly 
observe...We cannot observe feelings, thoughts, and intentions. We cannot 
observe behaviors that took place at some previous point in time...We cannot 
observe how people have organized the world and the meanings they attach to 
what goes on in the world. (p. 278)  
I interviewed each participant individually a total three times over six months, 
audio-recording each interview and sending the recordings to a transcription service to 
be transcribed. Each interview was semi-structured and lasted between 1-1.5 hours. 
While phenomenological research scholars generally recommend an unstructured or 
open-ended structure in interviews, in order to encourage participants to share rich 
descriptions of their lived experience in relationship to the phenomenon (Moustakas, 
1994), my effort to do this was contrasted by my recognition that what comes out of an 
interview is also indicative of a co-constructed social encounter. Collins (1998) 
suggested that “even the most ‘unstructured’ interview is actually structured on a number 
of levels” with a mutual, though unspoken, understanding of the roles played out during 
what we call “an interview” and narratives emerging and building based on the 
exchanges between interview and interviewee as the interview proceeds (p. 1). With this 
in mind, I intended to be as transparent as possible during the interview process, asking 
the participants to move between re-enacting their experiences through their telling, and 
stepping outside of those experiences to explain, process, or understand them, 
oscillating between the natural and phenomenological attitudes as part of the co-
research process. I will discuss this choice in more detail in the following subsection. 
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 Positioning within phenomenological attitude. The first interview with each 
participant functioned as an opportunity for us to get to know one another and the 
research topic together; to begin building a research relationship (Moustakas, 1994; 
Sorrell & Redmond, 1995). To do this, I candidly shared my research questions with 
them, briefly described phenomenology as a way of thinking about the research process, 
and explained that my goal was to chronicle their experiences and understanding as a 
novice art museum educator at that particular moment, in that particular place and time. I 
invited them to think of themselves as co-researchers with me, as much as that was 
possible,  in an effort to situate us all within the phenomenological attitude. 6
Phenomenologists have historically believed that interviews should position participants 
in the natural attitude, in order to capture the phenomenon under study as accurately as 
possible as it is made manifest within lived experiences—as if I was there with them 
when they were having the experience (Vagle, 2014). I took a different approach, asking 
my participants to share their lived experiences with me, but with the knowledge that 
they were re-enacting those experiences from a new time and place. I explored this topic 
in my post-reflexion journal as I began the first round of interviews: 
 Trinh (1991) rightly argued that this sharing of power is “given” to the research participant, “not 6
taken” and therefore, does not result in a diffused power relationship between participant and 
researcher (p. 67). I was not under the impression, nor did I say to the participants, that this 
would equalize the power relationship between us. Only that it would assist us all in becoming 
phenomenological, considering the research questions from the reflective position of the 
phenomenological attitude as we approached the research project. 
            How can you tell that someone is in the process of wayfinding? What does 
wayfinding really look like? It can be a self-reflective act, something that takes place 
after the fact, a kind of stepping outside of one’s experience to explain it or understand 
it, and in that way, the person is moving themselves—finding their way—out of the 
natural attitude and into the phenomenological attitude. Despite what Vagle (2014) 
states: “The participants’ role is to share her or his experience of the phenomenon as 
lived, in the natural attitude” (p. 80), by asking someone to describe their experience, 
in the process of describing it, they are making sense of it as they move themselves
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 Cohen et al. (2000) posited that people make sense of their lives by 
interpreting their experiences as stories, first that they tell themselves, then that they 
share with others. I sought to provide the study participants with the opportunity to shape 
those stories, describing real lived experiences as they recalled and understood them in 
the moment (van Manen, 1990). As Taylor et al. (2015) suggested, through the process 
of being interviewed, participants may draw on events and experiences that they hadn’t 
previously reflected on, or new insights may emerge because they tell a story differently 
than they have before. Therefore, the participants are in effect in the phenomenological 
attitude, even if they would not identify it as such.  
Patton (1990) believed that once experiences have been described in an 
interview, opinions and feelings then elicited about those experiences are more likely to 
be authentic. I would argue, though, that while the interviewee has, in some sense, re-
lived the experience through their telling of it, they are grounding it within the context of 
the experience as they recall it, but also in the context of the interview itself, mediated 
through memory, present emotions, and the framing of the interview itself. Therefore, the 
interviews I held with my participants documented not only their temporal understanding 
of their lived experiences, but also the dynamic, social interaction that was taking place 
between us (Rapley, 2001). 
through it. Finding their way, if you will, by both drawing on the thoughts and feelings 
they had at the time of the experience (the natural attitude) as well as their thoughts 
and feelings about the experience in the current moment (the phenomenological 
attitude). (June 26, 2018) 
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 Interview protocol. With all of this in mind, and after conducting several practice 
interviews with peers, I crafted a final interview protocol for each phase of the research 
to have on hand and utilize as much as it felt useful to do so during the interviews. Vagle 
(2014) posits that phenomenological researchers should not feel obliged to ask the 
same set of questions in each interview. He states, “Rather, all interviews are treated as 
exciting opportunities to potentially learn something important about the phenomenon. 
The goal is to find out as much as you can about the phenomenon from each particular 
participant” (p. 79). Many of the questions I asked during the first interview were 
intended to prompt self-reflection situated in lived experiences, such as: What does a 
typical day look like for you? I also asked them about what brought them to the work 
they were doing and whether they recalled any early life experiences related to art or 
museums. When they shared with me their impressions of working in art museums, I 
asked them to think of moments in their daily lives when these impressions felt most 
resonant. When they posited an opinion about why something worked the way it did in 
their museum, I asked them to think of a time when it worked that way specifically for 
them. In doing so, I hoped to establish that we would root all of our discussions in their 
lived experiences. 
The second interview took place two-to-three weeks later, giving me a chance to 
follow up on topics that emerged in the first interview, as well as dive deeper into each 
educator’s understanding of their work. During the first interview, the educators often 
talked about facing challenges upon starting their work, so during the second interview, I 
focused my questions on aspects of their jobs that might offer contrast to the challenges, 
related to support, guidance, and growth, such as “Do you feel that you have been able 
to grow in your job? If so, how?” I also asked about moments in their work that excited or 
motivated them, as well as current frustrations they were experiencing, with the goal of 
continuing to gather highly descriptive accounts of the educators’ lived experiences.  
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Finally, six months after the first round of interviews, I interviewed each educator 
again. This timeframe gave a space of approximately four months between our last 
encounter (at the focus group) and our final interview. I anticipated that there would be 
changes in their professional lives during this period, as well as an evolution in their 
perspectives on entering the art museum education profession. For the final interview, I 
continued to ask questions that situated their impressions in their lived experiences, but I 
also chose to approach aspects of the interview process a little differently. In advance of 
our final meeting, I sent to each of the educators the narratives I had derived from the 
first two interviews (details on the crafting of narratives will be shared in a sub-section, 
below), and during the final interview, we used the narratives as jumping off points to 
discuss the research questions in relationship to their experiences. I asked if their 
perspectives had changed on these topics in the time that had passed. Then, I asked 
them to think about the research questions and whether any experiences or thoughts 
came to mind in relation to them that had not been reflected in the narratives. In addition, 
I solicited more generalized thoughts about museums and the profession, with questions 
such as “What would you like to say to the field about the field at this moment in time?” 
At the end of the interview, we spent time discussing the research process itself, 
including how they felt about being a study participant and whether any moments during 
the research process gave them pause.  
Reflective Journal 
As stated earlier, language and text are crucial components in the interpretive 
practice of phenomenology. In the same way that the post-intentional phenomenological 
researcher acknowledges and attends to the interpretations made through their written 
expression, the voice of participants can also be captured, not only through records of 
their talk during interviews but also by writing in journals. The act of writing provides an 
alternative avenue for exploring their own stories and histories; writing as a way to think 
and make sense of those stories. Paradoxically, writing both distances us from reality 
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while also drawing us closer to it. van Manen (1990) described writing about one’s 
experiences as an act that allows us to initially separate from our experience, be 
confronted by it once it is separate from us, and reunite with what we know—and do not 
know—about our experience. van Manen (1990) stated,“Writing…empowers us with 
embodied knowledge which now can be brought to play or realized into action in the 
performance of the drama of everyday life” (p. 130). 
During the weeks between the first two interviews, I asked the educators to keep 
a reflective journal. I hoped that the journal would provide participants with a mode for 
continuing to explore, between the interviews, their experiences related to being a 
novice art museum educator, perhaps resulting in an additional layer of research 
materials with which I could work. The decision to isolate the journal component to this 
finite time span was based on my desire to create a kind of incubation period for the 
study, and increase the likelihood of having the educators actually take time to write in 
their journals. The combination of multiple interviews and journaling taking place in the 
early stages of the study would ideally set the stage for drawing out deeper meanings 
rooted in the activities and experiences of participants throughout the study.  
In contrast to the interviews, the written reflections took place without my 
presence. Merriam (2009) stated that this lends documents, such as a reflective journal, 
a kind of “stability” that cannot exist during interviews, due to the potential 
“obtrusiveness” of the researcher’s influence (p. 155). That said, I did provide guiding 
prompts for the participants to use in their writing, if they chose, such as “Describe an 
experience when you noticed the influence of your institution on your work. What was 
that experience like?” In addition, based on the fact that I, the researcher, asked 
participants to write about their experiences, and I would ultimately read and interpret 
the journal entries, it is obvious that, even if I was not physically present for the written 
reflections, I was still in the room. I discussed this with the study participants. I 
encouraged them to think of the journal as an ongoing reminder that they were engaging 
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in research themselves. As Dumont (1978) recognized, while the researcher is working 
to understand things from the participants’ point of view, participants are doing the same 
with regards to the researcher’s work. All but one of the educators wrote in their journals, 
with an average of seven entries per person, culminating in approximately twenty-five 
journal entries overall. 
 In the end, these journal entries worked less as an additional, unique layer of 
research materials, and more as a mode for thinking-through their experiences for the 
educators, which they then organically shared with me during the subsequent interviews. 
Had they not had the designated space of the journal to think through their experiences, 
they may have said different things during the interviews. In addition, this tool may have 
been useful in further encouraging reflexivity in the educators. These thoughts, though, 
are only conjecture, as I did not seek to examine this in my research. 
Focus Group 
At their most basic, focus groups can be defined as “a research technique that 
collects data through group interaction on a topic determined by the 
researcher” (Morgan, 1996, p. 130). However, this definition alone does not do justice to 
the distinctive opportunities inherent in the focus group method. In many ways, focus 
groups mirror the kind of discussions that often take place in art museums, between an 
educator, a group of visitors, and an artwork. Veteran museum educators Rika Burnham 
& Elliott Kai-Kee (2011) said that “thinking together requires people to suspend their 
certainties and listen deeply to the views that others express” (p. 87). Part of what 
makes this possible is the educator’s willingness to step out of an authoritarian role; that 
“all participants, including the teacher, take on the task of exploring a work of art together 
through the exchange of observations and ideas” (p. 87). As a point of comparison, 
Wilkinson (1999) said about focus group research: 
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   First, focus groups are a contextual method: that is, they avoid focusing on the 
individual devoid of social context, or separate from interactions with others. 
Second, focus groups are a relatively non-hierarchical method: that is, they shift 
the balance of power away from the researcher towards the research 
participants. (p. 64) 
At their best, focus groups and group discussions in art museums both offer 
participants the opportunity to “view their own lives in a new light...which transcends their 
individual context and thus may transform ‘personal troubles’ into ‘public 
issues’”(Kitzinger & Barbour, 1999, p. 20). Furthermore, participants may be prompted to 
recall a new detail about a lived experience based on someone else’s comment in the 
group, or draw on the language being used by others in the group to articulate 
something that was previously elusive, or build meaning together about related 
experiences. 
However, it is important to consider focus group research in combination with the 
individual interviews, because there are also challenges inherent in focus groups; 
namely, concerns about voices that are privileged versus silenced in group discussions 
and power dynamics at play in a group setting versus one-on-one (Kitzinger & Barbour, 
1999), as well as the risk that participants may feel pressured to hold a particular view 
on the topic at hand, based on what is shared by other people in the room. Furthermore, 
in considering the use of focus groups for phenomenological research, there are few 
examples to follow.  
In fact, some would argue that phenomenology and focus groups are 
incompatible (Webb & Kevern, 2001). The relative absence of focus groups in 
phenomenological research, and even the suggestion that the two are antithetical to one 
another, lies in confusion about the philosophical foundations of phenomenology 
(Bradbury-Jones et al., 2009). As explained in the previous chapter, Husserl’s descriptive 
phenomenology prizes locating the “essence” of a phenomenon through gathering rich 
descriptions of lived experiences void of interpretation. Using this philosophical 
framework, a researcher prioritizes the individual and the space in which that individual 
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shares their stories, completely and fully. The focus group, with multiple people sharing 
the space and influencing one another’s stories, would seem counter to these priorities. 
Heidegger, and the subsequent school of hermeneutic phenomenology, however, 
acknowledged interpretation as inevitable, and embraced interpretation as a natural 
process for moving toward a fuller understanding of a phenomenon. It is from this 
vantage point that a focus group, and its layered interpretative possibility, can be a 
sound methodological choice (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2009). As an extension, post-
intentional phenomenology insists that the researcher relinquish any notion of a fixed 
essence of a phenomenon, or any fixed interpretation at all, instead seeking only 
“manifestations” of the phenomenon under study (Vagle, 2014). With this in mind, I 
would argue that focus groups hold great potential as a method for embracing 
multiplicities and connections between various aspects of a phenomenon in post-
intentional phenomenological research, distributing power differently between the 
researcher and study participants. Participants can interact and engage as a group, 
drawing on their individual experiences to build on, contrast with, and develop new 
insights.  
In this study, the focus group took place after I interviewed each of the educators 
two times, and the educators had completed their initial reflective journal entries. As 
such, I felt the educators would be prepared, in some sense, to discuss the research 
questions and their experiences as novice art museum educators in a group setting, 
because they had already been working through their own ideas and experiences 
independently beforehand.  
Make a Post-Reflexion Plan 
Qualitative researchers typically address their own positionality through some 
kind of reflexive practice. Berger (2015) defines researcher reflexivity as “the process of 
a continual internal dialogue and critical self-evaluation of researcher’s positionality as 
well as active acknowledgement and explicit recognition that this position may affect the 
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research process and outcome” (p. 220). This kind of self-critical practice aligns with 
phenomenology’s orientation toward openness, both in approaching the phenomenon 
under study, as well as in continually contemplating our own connections to the 
phenomenon.  
In the realm of phenomenology, there are several perspectives on the process of 
researcher reflexivity. Husserl’s concept of “epoche” has come to be understood as a 
bracketing one’s prior knowledge and assumptions about the phenomenon under study 
in order to see its essence without bias.  Subsequently, hermeneutic or interpretive 7
phenomenologists rejected the notion of being able to set aside one’s prior knowledge 
and biases, and instead worked to incorporate their own developing understanding of 
the phenomenon as transparently as possible throughout the research process (Koch, 
1995). Karen Dahlberg (2006) coined the term  “bridling” and described it as “‘dwelling’ 
with the phenomenon” by taking “a reflective stance that helps us ‘slacken’ the firm 
intentional threads that tie us to the world” (p. 16). Fischer (2009) advocated bracketing 
as a way to a) recognize the researcher’s prior experiences and assumptions in 
relationship to the phenomena, and b) to do this as the research process unfolds, by 
recognizing and setting aside one’s earlier interpretive understandings of the research 
material. Fischer (2009) identified an additional benefit to this kind of ongoing reflexivity: 
the opportunity for readers to take on the researcher’s perspective more acutely or to 
disagree with that perspective and develop different interpretations of the research 
material. 
Vagle (2018) pushes this process further by calling for post-intentional reflexion. 
Building on Dahlberg’s (2006) notion of bridling, Vagle envisions this prior-knowing, and 
its manifestation, through a post-reflexion journal that is maintained before, during, and 
after the entire research process, and filled with potential jumping off points for inquiry. 
 Karen Dahlberg (2006) argues that Husserl is somewhat misunderstood as locking in on 7
essence, etc. and that he actually believed in the openness of essences “in relation to his 
understanding of the lifeworld as infinite, and he makes clear that ‘‘No thing has its individuality in 
itself’’ (Husserl, 1928/2000, p. 313).
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Instead of turning to the side, so to speak, to address my prior knowledge throughout the 
research process, Vagle (2018) suggests utilizing it as an equal “bucket” from which to 
draw, with theory and phenomenological material as the other two buckets, during 
analysis.   
Phenomenology is oriented toward openness, and in that vein, Vagle (2018) 
urges researchers to use the post-reflexion journal as a space to pay attention to: 
1) instances when we connect/disconnect from our topic, participants, or 
experiences; 
2) assumptions about what we consider “normal;”  
3) our personal beliefs/opinions that we will not set aside; 
4) instances when we are surprised or “shocked” (p. 154).  
Documenting these instances gave me opportunities to interrogate my own 
experiences and understandings more fully. Further, insights that emerged in the 
process of writing reflexively can become “startings” for post-intentional inquiry and 
interpretation (Vagle, 2018, p. 159). 
My journal came to represent a free, open, and creative space where I could 
write anything down without risk of judgement or self-judgment. I was under no 
obligation to share or discuss the things I wrote there (unlike, for instance, my interview 
plan, which I shared with my advisor and later used to conduct my interviews). I wrote in 
my journal in much the same way that I make art—tapping into a flow free of self-
judgment, the only goal being to get my thoughts, feelings, and tentative ideas for next 
steps out of my mind and body and into a reflective space. The art of self-reflection also 
resulted in uncovering assumptions and beliefs I did not realize were framing my views. 
Writing about them meant acknowledging, and then working with, how they might “play a 
part in producing the phenomenon” (Vagle, 2018, p. 153). This process offered a space 
for self-criticality and, in turn, increased credibility in the research. In a sense, the journal 
functioned as an ongoing margin, running alongside my entire research process, where I 
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could make note of all the things that came up for me, and take time to explore them in 
connection to the rest of the research materials. Excerpts from my post-reflexion journal 
will appear in the following chapters, framed in separate boxes to indicate their 
“alongside-ness” (as seen in the initial post-reflexion statement section, below).  
Much later in the dissertation writing process, I finally came to see my writing 
process overall as a space to take these risks—not only in my journal, but also in my 
chapters. Writing as if no one else would read it allowed me to bring “pen-to-paper” (in 
reality, typed words to the screen) more immediately and fluidly, removing the anxiety of 
the blank canvas, and moving me through my flights of inquiry in creative, fluid, art-
making-like ways. 
Initial Post-Reflexion Statement 
 Vagle (2018) encourages researchers to write an “initial post-reflexion statement” 
which is similar to the “role of the researcher” statements in other qualitative research 
approaches. However, where other approaches state assumptions, beliefs, and 
background, then have the researcher move on to the actual research, the post-reflexion 
statement is “merely the beginning of an ongoing process of post-reflexing” (p. 155). 
Thus, my post-reflexion statement (below) was initially written on November 6, 2017, 
then added to and edited at various moments during the research, to help me continually 
explore what “frames my perspectives…” (Vagle,  2018, p. 155). 
Ten years ago, I was working as the Manager of Visitor Experience and Access 
Programs at the Rubin Museum of Art in New York City. I supervised twenty full-time 
and part-time educators, who led educational programs for a variety of museum 
audiences and also worked at the admissions desk of the museum. In addition, I 
supervised fifty volunteer docent educators. In my work with all of these educators, I 
facilitated learning about museum education for their work with visitors, as well as 
content-learning about the museum’s exhibitions and art collection. I also took care of 
the administrative tasks associated with managing a large group of people; including 
scheduling staff and volunteers for programs, organizing daily tours and programs, 
overseeing front desk transactions, and coordinating with other departments.
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One aspect of the work I especially cherished was my role as a mentor to the 
educators I hired, particularly those that were new to the field. 
After about two years on the job, I felt I had a good grip on the work and a 
good relationship with my co-workers, including those who reported to me. I had the 
sense, though, that we could be working better together as a team. I discussed with 
the team I supervised any concerns they had about our work as a group, and it was 
clear they agreed. I collaborated with an educational leadership consultant, Emily 
White, whom I knew through my time as a graduate student at Bank Street College of 
Education. Based on the concerns of our group, she presented a series of 
professional development workshops for the educators and me. These workshops 
gave us all a chance to step away from our daily work and enter into some deep 
conversations with one another about what it meant to rely on other people, to trust 
them but also to know them well enough to communicate our individual needs and 
meet theirs at the same time. One activity involved assessing our own problem-solving 
styles—chosen from four character traits, ranging from detail-oriented to emotionally-
sensitive to big picture to “jump-in-and-figure-it-out-as-you-go” predilections. I placed 
myself squarely in the “big picture” group, acknowledging my own inclination towards 
the question, “What is it we are trying to accomplish?” when confronted with a 
problem. This was incredibly eye-opening for me, and it changed the way I thought 
about my work, particularly when collaborating with other people. In retrospect, 
knowing that I often think in a “meta” way and am driven toward understanding the 
larger ramifications of any decision, I can see why I later left that job in order to pursue 
doctoral research. I had big questions that felt important to answer—questions about 
the work we do in museum education, why we want to do it, and how we can better 
support educators as they enter the field. 
            The same professional development workshop also sheds light on my choice 
of phenomenology as a philosophical and methodological approach to my research. 
Before having us think broadly about our problem-solving styles, Emily had us share 
stories from our lives. She began the workshop asking each of us to talk about what 
we did that morning before we came to work. Hearing about each person’s 
idiosyncratic routine, including the context for their quotidian activities—the detailed 
description of their favorite coffee mug, the feel of warm sheets and comforter and an 
understandable reluctance to leave them, interacting with the rush of people entering 
the subway station in contrast to the quiet of their apartment—brought such richness 
to the room. Equally important, it made the abstraction of determining one’s problem-
solving style later on that much more meaningful, rooted in lived experiences.  
            Years into my doctoral work, I began seriously examining the various research 
methodologies that might make sense for my interests related to novice art museum
!68
educators and the big questions I had about the field. In many ways, this process most 
resembled wandering, nay, stumbling about in the woods. Occasional clearings would 
appear, and I would stop there to take in the view, in the form of undertaking some     
case study research or a visual arts research project, before moving again among the 
trees, keeping an eye out for new clearings. I was committed to novice art museum 
educators as a topic of study, and when I was stumbling around with Max van Manen’s 
hermeneutic phenomenological ideas (based on a recommendation from my advisor), I 
began to find some clarity. I saw the ways one person, van Manen, worked with people 
and their experiences to draw out meaning about a larger phenomenon under study. 
van Manen still represented a thick area of woods for me, because while I found his 
writing inspiring, I couldn’t yet see how a study of this sort might actually unfold. 
Nevertheless, studying Max van Manen led me to Mark Vagle and his own version of 
stumbling. Vagle (2015) described my process exactly, though much more positively, 
as “tinkering and trying on different theories and philosophies” with the goal of “seeing 
what could be created” (p. 594). His post-intentional phenomenology encouraged an 
experimental, playful approach built on the history of phenomenology, a philosophy 
inherently uncertain and ever-evolving since its initial conception over one hundred 
years ago. I began to see the light of the sun as it illuminated my topic, as well as my 
ability as a researcher to be freed of the obligation to drive my study toward definitive 
outcomes or recommendations to the field. Imagine my audible sigh of relief when I 
came upon this realization. 
            Max van Manen (1990) eloquently stated that when conducting hermeneutic 
phenomenological research, the researcher should “turn to a phenomenon that 
seriously interests” them and goes further, saying that it should be a phenomenon that 
“commits” them to the world (p. 30). Furthermore, he states that “...phenomenologists 
love to study the things we tend to assume we know—the things we think we have 
settled" (p. 58). After reading van Manen, and considering the seriousness he insists 
on, I reflected on whether the phenomena of novice art museum educators and their 
entry into the field is, in fact, something that commits me to the world. Given that it has 
now been over five years since I have directly supervised educators, and the distance 
from my own novice experience has extended as much, my passion for this topic is 
surprisingly intense. I still feel a strong sense of duty and obligation to all of the novice 
educators I have hired and mentored over the years, even though they are well past 
that stage in their careers and I am only in touch with a few of them. It is as if my 
dedication has expanded to include all novice art museum educators, or perhaps
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Explore the Post-Intentional Phenomenon Using Theory, Phenomenological 
Material, and Post-Reflexions 
As is the case with many qualitative research methodologies, the analysis of 
phenomenological material is not necessarily a demarcated stage that takes place only 
after material is gathered, but instead, begins in the earliest phases of research. As 
Polkinghorne (1989) stated, “the very process of gathering the data allows the 
researcher to learn about the experience and to obtain some notions about its structure” 
suggesting that the researcher begins analyzing the phenomenon, even if 
subconsciously, as soon as they begin gathering research materials (p. 50).  
That said, there are several approaches to analyzing phenomenological material 
once it has been gathered. One typical approach is the whole-part-whole process 
(Vagle, 2014). First, the researcher reviews the material—say, an interview transcript—to 
re-familiarize oneself with what was shared by the study participant and get a sense of 
the overall experience (WHOLE); followed by a line-by-line reading, identifying specific 
moments that are salient in some way (PART), followed by connections between and/or 
across moments in different interviews that create a new whole, perhaps in the form of 
common themes (WHOLE). van Manen (1990) described this process as “balancing the 
research context by considering parts and whole” of the overall study (p. 33).  
Vagle (2018) argues for a loosening up of this process in post-intentional 
phenomenological research; instead, after carefully reviewing the material, the 
researcher explores the material again in “dialogue with the theories one has chosen to 
think with and the post-reflexing that one has engaged” (p. 157). At any given moment in 
one abstract novice art museum educator; the eager, motivated, passionate lover-of-
art-and-learning who is perhaps struggling to find their way in the profession. And I 
recognize that as much as I think I know what they are going through, that I have it 
settled, I know that in actuality, I have a lot to learn. Onward.
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this process, the researcher might have a salient insight that is prompted by the 
research materials gathered, but it might also be prompted by a related theory or 
concept that is being considered, or by an entry in the researcher’s post-reflexion 
journal. Using that insight as the centerpiece for inquiry, the researcher draws from the 
other areas to explore it, flesh it out, and (re)consider the phenomenon (M. Vagle, 
personal communication, July 25, 2018). It was a moving-between, around, and through 
these various areas that guided my analysis. After gathering all of the research 
materials, I engaged in a playful exploration, considering the materials from a variety of 
angles, exploring the phenomenon’s contours, getting to know the materials in multiple 
ways while continuing to maintain their integrity. Karen Dahlberg (2006) described a 
process of interrogating the text, saying that as researchers are ‘’'wading about’ in the 
multitude of meanings it is important that we work actively with the emerging meanings, 
taking up one meaning and watching it as a figure against the others as background, 
then taking up another one making it a temporary figure, and so on” (p. 14). Dahlberg’s 
image of figure and background visualizes nicely the choices I made as I focused on 
various aspects of the research materials. In the following subsections, I will detail the 
ways I did this.  
Narratives 
After the first two rounds of interviews, I spent time with the transcripts. First, I 
listened to each interview while reading through the transcript, both to check for 
accuracy and to recall and re-immerse myself in the time and place of the interview and 
what it felt like to be with each educator and hear their stories spoken in their voices. On 
a second more careful reading, I found myself drawn to particular stories that 
participants shared with me, especially those that prompted me to ask follow-up 
questions during the interview itself, either to learn more about why the educator felt the 
way they did about the experience they were describing, or to gather more details about 
how an event unfolded, moment-by-moment, all rooted in their lived experience. Drawing 
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from the tradition of anecdotes in hermeneutic phenomenology (Eilifsen, 2011; van 
Manen, 1990), in which story functions as “a concrete counterweight to abstract 
theoretical thought” and a mode for compelling the reader to reflect and potentially be 
transformed (van Manen, 1990, p. 119), I worked with each story, editing the text to skip 
over my questions and comments as documented in the transcript, deleting the 
occasional “uh” and “um,” organizing the words into paragraphs, and even occasionally 
moving sections to keep coherent the cascade of ideas in order to create a “flowing 
narrative” (Atkinson, 1998, p. 56). After compiling several narratives for each person, I 
sent them to the educators and asked them to review the narratives before our final 
interview. All of the participants approved of the narratives I compiled. I used the same 
process to compile narratives from the final interviews and subsequently sent them to 
the educators for their review and approval. These steps added a layer of validity to the 
research process, as the educators were aware and approved of this layer of analysis 
and findings. 
Points of Contact 
As I reviewed the compiled narratives, I noticed various points of contact 
between them. These were not themes, because while some of the experiences my 
participants shared might fall under the umbrella topic of “career entry concerns,” for 
example, the use of that as a theme did not accurately reflect the nuanced distinctions 
between the experiences of these individual people. Where codifying themes or finding 
patterns across the research materials might seek to explain what happened with the 
phenomenon in the lives of these educators, the post-intentional methodological 
approach generated new ways of thinking, seeking out where the phenomenon was 
provoked or produced, complicated or entangled in its multiplicities, so as to open up my 
thinking about the phenomenon. 
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Further Analysis 
As the phenomenon of wayfinding was evoked or emerged in my thinking based 
on the points of contact, or intersections, between one person’s experience and another, 
I identified possible lines of flight, per the Deleuzian-Guattarian concept described 
earlier, as opportunities for further inquiry. For example, one educator’s perception of a 
symbolic hierarchy among staff in their museum made me think about another 
educator’s description of the physical arrangement of her museum’s office space, and 
the ways they felt they were treated accordingly. I then thought of the literature about 
education departments being relegated to the “basement” of their museums. I went on to 
read about theories and concepts on career development and identity work as they 
resonated with the idea of status within organizations. I then returned to my research 
materials to reassess. The process functioned much like an ongoing dialogue; a back-
and-forth between the concepts that I saw as present in the research materials and then 
explored through scholarly literature, and the research materials themselves. I visualized 
the process as an interweaving of concepts and research materials; something like the 
picture below: 
Figure 1: Analysis Visualization 
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To reiterate, instead of explaining or informing a topic through one theoretical 
framework, in this process I embraced an ongoing exploration of research materials with 
various theories and concepts that resulted in multiple meanings and understandings, 
working with “unstable subjects and concepts-on-the-move that would intervene in a 
process to diffract, rather than foreclose, thought” (Jackson & Mazzei, 2012, p. 5). 
Rather than conclusively defining what it is like for a novice art museum educator to find 
their way, the process of analysis looked more like an ongoing seeking and opening up 
of how wayfinding was manifested for them.  
 In describing their process of “plugging in” data with theory, Jackson and Mazzei 
(2013) suggested that a researcher draw on “a specific concept, rather than a body of 
work, from each theorist” (p. 265). The ideas and concepts that I placed in dialogue with 
my research materials were drawn from Anthony Giddens’ (1991) theory of self-identity, 
Albert Bandura’s (2006) theory of self-agency, and Catriona Mackenzie and Natalie 
Stoljar’s (2000) concept of relational autonomy (details about these ideas and concepts 
will be described in the interlude following chapter IV). Eventually, some key analytical 
questions were “made possible by [these] theoretical concepts” (Jackson & Mazzei, 
2013, p. 264). The four analytical questions that arose from the dialogue between my 
research materials and these concepts, which guided the rest of my writing process, are: 
- How welcoming did the novice museum educators find the spaces they joined, 
and in what ways? 
- How did the educators’ sense of self intersect with their wayfinding? 
- How, if at all, did they enact agency to respond to these spaces? 
- How did the novice museum educators draw upon relationships with other people 
as they navigated these spaces? 
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Craft a Text that Engages the Productions and Provocations of the Post-
Intentional Phenomenon in Context(s), around a Social Issue 
This dissertation represents the text that engaged the productions and 
provocations of wayfinding for five novice art museum educators. Vagle (2018) 
described a provocation as something specific, pointed, or “intense.” He stated that a 
provocation might be “...one line in one interview transcript that you think ignites 
something about the phenomenon” (p. 160). A production, in contrast, “signifies the 
ongoing ways in which the phenomenon is being shaped over time” (p. 160). I interpret a 
production as something that is built from multiple points of contact, and perhaps 
connects more moments of meaning and understanding in response to my research 
questions. van Manen (1990) said: 
   The aim of phenomenology is to transform lived experience into a textual 
expression of its essence—in such a way that the effect of the text is at once a 
reflexive re-living and a reflective appropriation of something meaningful: a notion 
by which a reader is powerfully animated in his or her own lived experience.  
(p. 36)  
While van Manen (1990) refers to one essence, this text seeks to do what he describes 
while also reflecting my commitment as a post-intentional researcher to meanings that 
are multiple, fleeting, and partial; ultimately, my hope is that through this text, the reader 
may get closer to understanding the world according to these five novice art museum 
educators and as a result, understand “...better what it is like for someone to experience 
that" (Polkinghorne, 1989, p. 46). Or as educator Erin Manning (2015) stated, “In study, 
what we seek is not the homogenization of thinking-doing but the creation of conditions 
for encountering the operative transversality of difference at the heart of all living” (p. 
209).   
  
Aspects Not Covered in the Study 
 Given the nature of in-depth phenomenological research, it was important that I 
be able to meet multiple times with each study participant. Therefore, due to time 
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constraints, deliberate limits placed on the study include the small number of 
participants, the amount of research materials gathered, the specific forms of research 
materials, and the time period covered in the study. In addition, all of the study 
participants were drawn from one geographic region; the greater New York City area. 
Had I recruited and worked with more participants in multiple cities, the resulting 
research would have been more textured, with a wider variety of experiences 
represented. In addition, as a consequence of the open call for participants (as 
previously described), a further limit was placed on the study: Four out of the five 
educators who participated in the study identified as female, and one identified as 
Queer/Two Spirit, in a field that is dominantly female—nationwide, 79% of art museum 
educators are identified as female (Westermann et al., 2019). Including a male novice 
art museum educator among the study’s participants would have been more 
representative of the field’s demographics overall. 
In choosing to exclusively focus on the perspectives and experiences of the five 
novice art museum educators in the study, I acknowledge that I am not including the 
perspectives from other individuals who make up a museum’s ecosystem, such as the 
educators’ supervisors and peers, for example. Furthermore, based on the participant 
criteria I established—with novice educators each working primarily in one art museum
—the study does not include the perspectives of freelance art museum educators, who 
often work across several different museums and make up a considerable portion of the 
museum education profession. In addition, two critical aspects related to the role of the 
researcher also function as limits to the study: 1) As the researcher, I made conscious 
and unconscious choices about the methodology used to guide the study, as well as 
what material to gather throughout; for example, I followed up on some details shared by 
participants during interviews and not other details; and 2) As the researcher writing up 
the findings, I made choices about which narratives to include from the larger pool of 
research materials gathered, as well as how to contextualize those narratives. And while 
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I have worked to address and reflect on my biases and understandings, all aspects of 
this research, and the resulting document, are ultimately filtered through me, a white, 
college-educated female and seasoned art museum educator with my own particular 
beliefs and experiences. 
Conclusion 
 In this chapter, I have discussed the philosophical background of 
phenomenology, as well as how the philosophical foundations of phenomenology inform 
phenomenology as a research methodology. I then outlined Vagle’s (2014, 2018) post-
intentional phenomenology as the methodological approach for this study. In the 
following chapters, I will share my findings and discussion of the findings.  
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Chapter IV 
FIVE NOVICE ART MUSEUM EDUCATORS IN NEW YORK CITY 
Telling one’s story gives meaning to the past  
from the point of view of the present and future. 
- Richardson, 1990, p. 23 
Introduction 
This chapter functions as an introduction to the educators in the study and 
represents the initial layer of analysis I conducted in the form of curating and compiling 
the educators’ stories. van Manen (1990) argues that, “The research process itself is 
practically inseparable from the writing process” (p. 167). This sentiment felt especially 
true for me as I worked with the research materials to build this chapter. By writing 
through and around and with the educators’ words to shape them into narratives, I was 
crafting something new, while at the same time, always attempting to stay true to the 
stories they shared with me and the meanings behind the stories, as I understood them, 
not only as words, but as words spoken by people I came to know over time; by bodies 
with intonation and gestures, feelings and beliefs. As Ray (1994) said, “Experience of 
things or phenomena include sense perception (seeing, hearing, touching, tasting, and 
smelling) and other phenomena, such as believing, remembering, anticipating, judging, 
intuiting, feeling, caring, loving, imagining, and willing” (p. 127). The educators drew on 
all of these aspects as they told me their stories, and I drew on these aspects, too, as I 
crafted their narratives. What emerges are not images of fixed identities in a stable 
world, but rather snapshots of the lived experiences of five individuals who are “both 
agents and acted upon” in their ever-changing worlds, with threads of connection that 
!78
are “constantly being constructed, deconstructed, blurred, and disrupted” as Vagle 
(2014) puts it (p. 113). Due to its very nature, capturing this kind of fluidity and 
temporality is all but impossible, much less in the form of a text-based, linear 
dissertation. Nevertheless, I hope that my crafting and tying together of the following 
narratives evokes the experience of coming to know these five novice art museum 
educators in some meaningful way, as they came to know the field of art museum 
education and themselves as art museum educators.  
Narrative Inquiry as a Point of Entry  
While this study was not based in narrative inquiry research methodology, I drew 
on the thinking of several personal experience, narrative inquiry, and life history 
researchers to begin making sense of the research materials I had gathered. Narrative 
inquiry “revolves around an interest in life experiences as narrated by those who live 
them” and functions as meaning making through the connection of actions and events 
over time (Chase, 2013, p. 56). It is a unique synthesis of self and place—personal and 
social combined with past, present, and future in a distinct environment (Connelly & 
Clandinin, 1990). Referring to this drawing together of self/place, personal/social, and 
past/present/future, Goodson and Sikes (2001) stated, “Life history demands a holistic 
approach and, therefore, forces us to think about the relationship between different 
aspects of our lives, and about the influence and impact that our different (social) selves 
might have for, and on, each other” (p. 73). This emphasis on connections—between 
experiences and events, self and place, and past, present, and future as formed amidst 
the act of telling stories—aligns with my constructivist lens as well as the post-intentional 
phenomenology that guided my study. 
Furthermore, stories are told for a purpose relevant to the time and place in 
which they are expressed, thereby acknowledging that in other times and places, those 
stories would be different, as would the identity of the people telling those stories, and 
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the identity of those who are listening. People sharing their stories “reveal aspects of 
who they are—they engage in identity claims with regard to how they would like to come 
across” (Bamberg, 2012, p. 102). The act of telling stories about one’s life contributes to 
the further creation and development of identities (Pearce & Morrison, 2011; Rossiter, 
1999) and multiple individual identities can be expressed in the telling of one story alone 
(Loots et al., 2013). Even so, through the process of narrative inquiry and the 
complexities of a person’s day-to-day reality as they describe it—the way they live, walk, 
talk, and work within a particular context—offer unique insights into broader collective 
experiences (Cole & Knowles, 2001). As van Manen (1990) stated:  
   The paradoxical thing about anecdotal narrative is that it tells something 
particular while really addressing the general or the universal. And vice versa, at 
the hand of anecdote fundamental insights or truths are texted for their value in 
the contingent world of everyday experience...the anecdote...operates at the 
tension between particularity and universality. (p. 120) 
Therefore, the purpose of this chapter is for you, the reader, to begin getting to 
know these five educators as individuals, as they presented themselves to me through 
their stories and reflections (sadly, without the embodied manifestations of their telling, 
which I experienced while interviewing them). As a first level of analysis, their individual 
stories begin to illuminate the research questions in dynamic, lived-in and through ways. 
By foregrounding the educators’ stories in this chapter, without extensive commentary 
from me, I hope to allow the phenomenon to speak for itself (Vagle, 2018), and in doing 
so, offer potential insights about how people find their way in the art museum education 
field at large.  
Five Novice Art Museum Educators in New York City 
Lena 
I came to New York and I fell in love with it. And I came to this museum, and I fell 
in love with that. I was like, "Oh, my god, this is the first time where I feel like I'm actually 
welcomed in a fine art institution, where my presence isn't being questioned." Because I 
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grew up going to other museums, mostly through school field trips. And my first memory
—which was a trip with a friend when I was five or six years old to the Getty—was being 
followed around by a security guard just for being there. And I was just like, "Wow. Why 
are you policing me already? Why are you subjecting me to this?” 
So I came to this museum, and it was a feeling of being welcomed in a fine art 
institution. In a museum. My body was welcomed here. And for me, the reason why I 
wanted to work here is because I wanted to be able to replicate that experience for 
people. For me, it was getting your foot in a door. I took this major pay cut because it's 
so hard to get a job in the museum world. And I just needed a foot in. And to me, it's not 
like a foot that I'll be taking with me once I leave. It's kind of like, I wanna hold the door 
open. And I think that was part of it for me. I came to this institution, because I wanted to 
hold the door open for more people like me.  
Lena is 29 years old, a self-identified queer who also identifies as Xicanx. They 
came to the museum education profession after working as a grassroots organizer and 
programming consultant for several non-profit organizations following college. As they 
shared in this narrative, they took a pay cut to work at a large encyclopedic art museum 
in New York City, because they were inspired by their own experience as a person of 
color when they first visited. They were also inspired by the city itself, saying: 
So when I went back to my hometown, I was like, "I really want to find a way to 
move back to New York. I wanna live in New York. How do I do it?" I found the internship 
position. I was just like, "Oh my god, this is how I make it happen. I move back through 
this position." And I manifested it. I applied. I got it, and I moved.  
I moved right before the internship started. It's so interesting, I feel like so much 
of life has happened while I've been in this internship. We are just asked to do so much. 
I took a $25,000 pay cut to take this position and our stipend—I've calculated it, and after 
taxes we get paid seven dollars an hour. I think that's just so heartbreaking. It's really 
fucking with me. It's gotten me in a depressed state. Just like, why did I ever do this to 
myself?  
Lena shared these thoughts with me during our first interview together, as we sat 
on a grassy patch of garden near the museum where they worked. It was a warm spring 
day when we met, and as we wandered looking for a place to sit, Lena began talking 
about their work as an artist and educator, their life, where they’d come from, and how 
their day had been going. This was all before the “official” interview began, and I felt a 
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little self-conscious as I thought about how I was going to read through consent forms 
and an “introduction to the research” I had typed up in advance, since we were already 
talking as if we were friends. When we found that grassy patch, landing somewhat 
awkwardly upon the ground, and then, relaxing into the warmth of the sun, I introduced 
the research project to Lena as casually as I could manage, also having in mind that I 
should establish a legitimate research relationship with my study participants, whatever 
that meant. I suggested that Lena and I were embarking on a lengthy exploration of the 
research topic, then began with my interview questions. Lena dove back in, with a 
remarkable ability to place us both right in the midst of their experiences each time I 
asked them to describe things for me.  
Needless to say, Lena was very open to talking about their world. As the previous 
narrative alludes, their lived experiences ran the gamut, oscillating between beautiful 
moments of inspiration, such as falling in love with the museum—My body was 
welcomed here—and, often in direct contrast, moments of disappointment. Lena went on 
to say: 
That changed once I started working here. People that I definitely said hello to in 
the past would just openly ignore me. I'm like, "Wow, you don't think I belong here. You 
don't actually think I belong here." 
And I realized that the museum is really siloed and hierarchical. And people from 
the seventh floor will not say hello to me, because I'm just this person in education that 
they don't necessarily have to acknowledge. 
Lena returned to ideas about systemic structures that stand in the way of community-
building throughout the interview, and their instincts about the incidents they experienced 
regarding the placement of educators within the larger organization are supported by the 
literature (Brigham et al., 1988; Ebitz, 2005). Nevertheless, Lena felt a strong impulse to 
enact change in their museum wherever they could. Lena’s most successful efforts in 
this regard related to the teaching they did with students in the museum’s galleries. In 
the following narrative, Lena shared their interpretation of decolonial pedagogy as a 
specific approach for enacting change in the museum: 
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So the way that I define decolonial pedagogy is as an opportunity to expand 
historical narratives known and understood and to also have that as an access point for 
empathy, to build empathy. So it goes two ways, expanding historical narratives and also 
expanding empathy, empathy that we are able to have for each other's stories and 
experiences. 
At the museum, I taught a group of fifth graders from a pretty privileged, white, 
definitely sprinkles of students of color, but all upper class, primarily a white school and, 
really bright students. They were completely ready to have these kind of conversations.  
We discussed a painting of a traditional depiction of the American west before 
expansion, then discussed other works that expanded their understanding of the 
diversity of Native American tribes, and then returned to the first painting. I asked them 
to draw or write a representation of the land and its inhabitants that isn't shown in the 
painting. And a student wrote something like, "I don't think the natives would have been 
so small or weak looking, like they had nothing important to do. They probably would 
have been praying, or hunting, or gathering.” 
After that lesson, a parent said, "Thank you so much. I had never thought about 
things like this and I know I'm going to keep this with me." And apparently there was 
another teacher when I walked away, she leaned into my supervisor, and said, "She's 
amazing." I think teachers, and parents, and students were just like, they're down for 
these conversations. 
I think it's really hard for folks in administration, or higher up in leadership at 
institutions like museums to talk about decoloniality. It's a part of inclusivity that people 
don't want to talk about, because then they'll have to address their colonial beginnings. It 
makes them question their own power structure and how they themselves would need to 
personally change, and then do the work of changing the institution that is so 
overwhelming, they shut down. And they shut it out.  
When I presented my project on decoloniality to my department, the museum’s 
leaders were in the room, yeah. But they were really disengaged. One of them was on 
their phone. I'm like "Wow, when was the last time you had a conversation around 
decolonial pedagogy?" 
Despite their frustrations with the museum, and their impressions that as an institution, it 
was resistant to change, Lena already strongly identified themself as an educator, still 
learning how they might teach with works of art, yet whole-heartedly believing in 
themself: 
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I am an educator, that's through and through. I'm still finding my way, but I'm an 
educator and I'm in youth leadership, developing programs, I could do all of that. 
Pedagogy is really important to me. Decolonial tactics of learning are really important to 
me. And so, I believe in education that way, I believe in myself as an educator in that 
way. Yeah, I feel very confident calling myself an educator. I'm good at it, I receive 
feedback really well, so that I can be better at it. 
Julie 
In contrast to Lena, Julie, a 28 year old white woman, came to her work having had 
several powerful, positive experiences in art museums. Julie described her first memory 
of being in the art museum space as a young, impressionable artist: 
The first time I remember actually going to an art museum was in high school. 
I've always drawn. I was always, always drawing. I was a pretty artsy kid. But up until 
maybe my junior year, that wasn't really what I was thinking about continuing to do. It 
was just something as a hobby, that I was always drawing. So then once I started to 
study deeper in high school, I took photography and I took drawing and studio art. I 
started to really develop a love for this. I started developing my art portfolio, but when I 
visited MoMA for the first time with my drawing class, I remember going in through that 
school visits area, and there's this sort of wallpapered version of Andy Warhol's bull. And 
I just remember thinking that was the coolest thing ever. I just felt like it was eye candy. 
Everything I was looking at was almost with new eyes, I guess. Yeah, I just remember 
being super excited. And there was a Lucian Freud exhibition which was just so 
astounding to me.  
Just for context, I went to Catholic school my whole life. So there wasn't a great 
art program and there wasn't really a budget for it. Often times, the teachers who were 
teaching art weren't necessarily artists. And having that sort of interest in art on my own, 
that's something I always wanted to learn but had never pursued on a more serious 
level. So once I visited the museum for the first time and learned about an artist who was 
not part of the typical canon that they're required to teach, like Van Gogh, or Monet, it 
was sort of this awakening. I really connected with his artwork, and I thought it was 
extremely beautiful. And I just remembered how totally excited I was by it. And that got 
me thinking about teaching more. 
After this experience, Julie went on to pursue a teaching degree in college, believing that 
teaching art in schools would be an ideal career choice, bringing her passion for art-
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making and exposing students to a broader canon of artists and art styles at the same 
time: 
My original goal was to be an art teacher. So I did my teaching certification, but I 
finished in 2012, when it was really hard to get a job, which it still is. But it was really 
impossible then, so I was still working in retail while trying to sort of come up with 
something. Two years went by, and I was not getting any interviews, it was just totally 
stressing me out. So I said, "All right, I need to come up with another plan because this 
isn't happening for me.” 
As she described facing this significant obstacle, Julie reflected on her realization that 
other possible avenues might actually be a better fit:  
When I was student teaching, I felt a little bit confined within the limitations of 
what they expect you to teach in schools; what they want you to teach. School teachers 
are sort of confined to a curriculum. I mean, every school, of course, would have a 
curriculum and that's required, I totally understand. But there’s not enough flexibility. 
Like, let’s say, okay, students need to know portraiture. Maybe there are restrictions on 
how you get there. Or maybe you need to make sure that they know who Van Gogh is 
and that's an actual connection. But there was not a lot of flexibility in the way you 
approached a subject when I was a student teacher. And also, well, the Common Core, 
that was just ramping up when I started. And that drained all of the fun, because 
everything had to be to certain standards and certain disciplines, and then there was a 
huge written component. And it just felt wrong. They’re taking all these tests, and they’re 
in art. It just felt weird to me.  
As we talked together in the cafe at the museum where Julie coordinates educational 
programs, I began to notice her reflective nature. She often came back around to ideas, 
considering them again and refining her thoughts further as the interview went on. What 
initially seemed to be a fleeting insight became a more solid conviction even as she 
shared more about her experiences, including what it was like to be a student teacher: 
Also, I'm super passionate about visual art in itself. And sometimes I feel like that 
has to get watered down to meet a certain goal. So you're only drawing inspiration from 
an object to get to a project as opposed to just liking an object and talking about it. We 
should just appreciate it for what it is and not have to try to make a replica of Wayne 
Thiebaud's cakes, which everyone does. It's this idea that we have to replicate things 
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that are already made as opposed to being sort of playful in our discoveries. This could 
also could be directly from the student teaching that I came from, specifically. I'm sure 
there are other amazing art teachers that do it in a really tactful way, but it did seem a lot 
of like, “Here's this masterwork and now we're going to create something pretty much 
just like that.” And there was a loss of the integrity of the object and the artist's 
contribution, which is important to me. So then I realized, “Hey, if I work at a museum, 
then that's pretty much what we're all gonna be doing.” And I think museums are magical 
places. So that's how I sort of landed in this, and I'm just really happy that I did.  
Once Julie encountered this potential limitation, she sought out training in a different 
learning environment, completing a paid internship program at a prestigious 
encyclopedic art museum in New York City, where she gained a lot of teaching 
experience in the museum’s galleries, just prior to starting in her current position. And 
while she does some teaching in her current position, she was now gaining expertise by 
developing and implementing programs as a coordinator. Because of this, her stories 
were somewhat different in tone from the other educators. Furthermore, where several 
of the other educators seemed to be experimenting with the profession, to see if it was a 
good fit, Julie presented herself as committed to the profession. Therefore, the 
challenges she was facing in her current museum felt weightier in some ways. One 
obstacle in particular—the need for a sustainable salary—posed a serious threat to her 
aspirations: 
A fear for me is the fact that in this line of work, there's not many full time 
positions. So, I feel like I have to choose whether I want to be an administrator or a 
teacher and here, I get a little bit of both worlds. So, right now, I am thinking, okay, let’s 
say this isn’t enough? Or let’s say I do have to make a change. If not here, where? 
And it's so sad, even this idea of being paid what you're worth is not something I 
really thought about in terms of a career. I always had these part-time, kick-around retail 
jobs. It was what it was. But I'm sort of struggling with this idea of monetizing my value 
and not really knowing what that should be. I do know that I'm not making enough, 
because I can't afford to live on my own.  
I’m 28, and I live at home. I don't really wanna do it anymore, and I'm also getting 
serious with my boyfriend and wanting to move in with him, and start our life. So, this all 
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trickles into my personal life of feeling like, okay, what am I gonna get? And am I gonna 
be able to contribute enough?  
Julie worked in a small, niche museum, and she had access to the leadership in her 
museum in ways that other novice museum educators might not (including the other 
educators in this study). After several conversations with her direct supervisor, which led 
to a possible title change to match her increasing responsibilities, she then had a 
meeting with the assistant director in order to discuss her salary:   
I met with the assistant director alone, and I told him, I was like,"I'm gonna leave. 
I can't make this salary and continue." So when I had this meeting, it was essentially like 
a game of chess, where he would say one thing, and I would just counter. And it was like 
that for a good 30 or 35 minutes. The meeting itself lasted an hour. We kept talking and 
he said I proved a really "strong case" for myself. He literally said, "I'm gonna be honest, 
I really don't know what you do here at the museum. I don't think I even have an 
understanding of what your department does." So, I was like, "Okay, well, this probably 
needs more discussion.” Later, the director said the same exact line to me. She had no 
idea what I do. She said, "I don't understand, I have no idea what you do at the museum. 
I see you working. But, I don't know what your work is.”  
So it's been an eye opening process because it's shown how little upper 
management actually knows about what I do. Even though my boss was an advocate for 
me, it didn't mean much to them because they don't have a personal investment in our 
department in general. It sort of makes you feel a little bogged down. Because you're 
saying okay, I feel like I'm worth something, and I value my work, but you don't even 
know what that is.  
But I was happy that I was able to stick up for myself in a respectful way, 
because I feel like people try to push around younger people at my museum. They think 
that just because you're new, you're not gonna stick up for yourself. 
 An additional challenge for Julie in her current museum is the disconnect she 
feels with the museum’s collection. Given that she chose this profession over teaching in 
the classroom in part because she believed she could bring her passion for visual art to 
bear with fewer strings attached, she is struggling with her lack of passion for the 
museum’s primary artworks on view: 
This is a generalized statement, but museums are sort of grounded in their 
mission and oftentimes, the mission is about what type of work they collect and exhibit. 
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So for us, it's artists that made art about this specific topic, or had some connection to it. 
So I think that a problem I have, specifically with our permanent collection, is this idea of 
the mission of the museum to preserve and engage with a dialogue about this specific 
legacy only. But of course there's people excluded out of that narrative. And we're sort of 
being the gatekeepers of who gets let in and out of the story.  
So I personally don't find that content super engaging, because I don't have 
those connections to that story. To me, as an educator and to me, as a viewer, I don't 
feel this personal investment to learn about that. I think that art goes beyond that. For 
the artwork to resonate with me, it doesn't have to be by someone who only thought 
about this one topic. It could be about anything, from anywhere. I could look at a pre-
Columbian artifact and it could resonate with me, and I'm not even living in the same 
time period as it. 
Hannah 
Hannah is a 27 year old white woman who recently began working in a 
multidisciplinary arts museum. As a musician who moved to New York City to pursue her 
musical career, she wanted a job that would support her financially, but also give her the 
flexibility she needed in order to occasionally tour as a musician. Initially, she worked in 
the food service industry, but she had some harrowing experiences: 
The owner of the restaurant came in before we opened for dinner service. And I 
had completed like all my opening duties and was having my shift meal and pulled out 
my phone to check it. And she came over right at that moment and was like, "Are you on 
your phone?" And used this opportunity to like reprimand me as a way to just assert her 
power. And she kept on saying, "Are you not on my payroll?" She kept on asking me 
these questions that I just had to say, "Yes, no, yes, no" and asserting her power in this 
really horrible way. 
When she decided she could not tolerate this treatment anymore, she looked elsewhere. 
Hannah had friends who worked in the non-profit sector, and the idea appealed to her: 
I guess I was also really attracted to working for a non-profit. And I was talking to 
my friend, Rebecca, at a party really early on in New York. She works for a museum and 
she said something that just kind of stuck with me, talking about the people she works 
with, that they come from so many different backgrounds. And she was like, "Everyone I 
work with is just like a really big weirdo, that has their own thing that they are doing 
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outside of work." And I was like, "That sounds like me. [LAUGH] That sounds like my life. 
It may be a good fit." 
Once she found herself working in a museum, she realized she did, in fact, fit in. Her 
friend’s characterization of the field proved accurate in Hannah’s eyes: 
I think I was drawn to this work because of my love of people and hearing 
different stories. I love being around creative people and like, just weird people. I feel like 
the community surrounding this field is really distinct. It just attracts people from all 
different walks of life and there isn't really one type of person. I think that's actually 
always been the most important thing to my working environment is the people I'm 
working with. And then the patrons too, they're coming from really different walks of life. 
Like, culturally, economically, it's an exciting place to be in New York City. 
I noticed even during our first meeting, as we sat on a bench in Union Square 
Park in lower Manhattan, Hannah and I had an easy comfort in talking with one another. 
I think, in part, it was because we both came to New York City from smaller communities, 
having been the people who fled and sought out learning and opportunities that our 
hometowns could not provide us. And there is something to be said about the similarities 
in social etiquette for someone from Minnesota (as Hannah is) and Alabama (as I am). 
At the beginning of our first interview, after some difficulty locating one another in a 
crowed Manhattan park, we greeted each other with a hug. Even as I type this, and 
know how weird that might sound, it felt appropriate at the time. As I wrote in my post-
reflexion journal afterwards: 
On a related topic—where she is from—Hannah talked a lot about her 
upbringing, and the fact that her parents were intellectuals and encouraged her to learn 
more about any and all topics that interested her, most often through the local public 
            We immediately hugged, which says a lot about both of us. I later learned that 
she is from the Midwest, and I am from the South, and therefore, with even the 
smallest snippet of a connection, we hugged. Right away, I felt a kinship.  
(June 12, 2018)
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library. However, Hannah also talked about the importance of her college experience in 
exposing her to new ways of thinking about culture:  
I feel really lucky that my parents were supportive and let me explore in that way 
a lot. Both my parents are in medicine. But the arts are, especially music is really 
important to them. My dad plays piano, and my mom sings, and it was really important to 
them that I take piano lessons as I was growing up.  
But I don't think I ever took a school trip to an art museum, and I see kids come 
in and they have an educator leading them through the space, teaching them how to 
think about art, and it wasn't really until I was in college in an art history class that 
somebody was like, "This is how you think about and interact with art." And I'm sure 
that's not an uncommon experience, that it isn't until college. College was the first place 
where I felt like a lot of culture was really like accessible. Before that, I was like, going to 
the library a lot. And googling, like, subcultures from the 70s and being like, just asking 
bigger questions than people had taught me to ask at Catholic school. So it feels like a 
lot of that was just about a driving curiosity. And thinking back on it, it feels kind of like a 
magical discovery, too. So in that sense, being in such a cultural space as an adult feels 
really hard-won.  
When I asked her what she meant by “hard won,” she paused, then explained her 
thinking: 
I think "hard won" might come from seeing a lot of my peers from my hometown 
go on to just lead really different lives, and being kind of the only one to leave. Or do 
something uncomfortable. 
Hannah’s path to the profession became clearer, and more self-evident, even as she 
shared these stories with me; growing up in an intellectual household, with a driving 
curiosity and a love of surrounding herself with different people; in need of flexible, 
meaningful work to sustain her music career. After six months working in the museum, 
she has been further gratified at having made the change from working in restaurants to 
working in museums, particularly in the ways that power dynamics play out:  
Working at the museum with the kids is just like completely opposite. They're so 
wide eyed about everything and the things I say. They listen with wonder and 
amazement, and it's so special. Before all the workshops I lead, or before all the 
workshops that I seat them at and guide them into and sign them up for, I'll talk to them 
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about the day's theme and I'll get them to close their eyes and brainstorm, like, what 
they're gonna make, and it's just so fun to sort of experience the world through them.  
There are just so many things that the kids say that I bring home, or like text a 
friend, and I'm like, "This was amazing." [LAUGH] One of the recent ones was, the 
theme was herbivores. And I was talking with the kids about what that meant. And I was 
like, "Does anyone know what herbivore means?" And this little boy raised his hand, and 
he was really stumbling over his words. He was like, "It's a, it's a, it's a vege, it's a 
vegan." And I just thought that was so New York. [LAUGH] I was like, I’d never ever hear 
a kid in the Midwest describe an animal as like, a vegan. And I was just like, that's so, so 
crazy. [LAUGH] It's so cute. [LAUGH]  
Last Sunday, I was working a birthday party with a group of ten year olds. And I 
found them to be such a cool age, because they really haven't come into a realization of 
their ego, or gotten shy about anything yet. There's this really silly, and free energy. 
[LAUGH]. But they're also becoming people. There was this girl that was really 
discouraged about her art project, because we were making stamps, and she had 
written her name forwards, and then she had tried to carve her name backwards over it 
and she was like, it just looks like nothing. And I was explaining that that's what makes it 
really unique, and if it was written perfectly it wouldn't be her creation, and she was like, 
"But you can't even read it." And I said, "But you can read it, and that's your secret 
language", and she was just like [SHOWS CONFIDENT POSE] and I saw her shoulders 
go back and I was like, that’s so cool.  
When Hannah described her encounters with children in the museum, her face lit up. 
She obviously felt intrinsically rewarded for the work she was doing with them, 
characterizing herself as a role model:   
There have been moments, just one-on-one with the kids, where I think, "This is 
really important. This is really powerful.” Especially when I work with little girls in the 
sound booth. It's so important for them to see me here, as a female musician. And for 
me to tell them that writing songs is easy. You can write a song about anything. You can 
write a song when you're happy or when you're sad. That feels meaningful.  
When I asked Hannah how she described her job to other people, she said: 
It's too many hats to explain. When I started I was saying, "I work as a workshop 
coordinator" which people can kind of understand, but now I've started saying I work as 
an arts educator. And that feels good. 
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Even after only six months in the field, Hannah is already developing a sense of self that 
feels good to her. The sense that she is starting to own her arts educator identity 
became especially meaningful when she shared another story with me, relaying a 
conversation she had with her supervisor about an upcoming music touring opportunity: 
I was invited to tour for a total of six to seven weeks in the fall. And it wouldn't be 
all at once, it'd be a couple of weeks in one month, then a few weeks in the next month. I 
mentioned it briefly to my boss, and he was like, "You should just go for it. We'll make it 
work. I've always said to people, especially since you're part-time staff here, that the 
museum's never gonna stand in the way of your career."  
That was kind of a complicated thing to be told, because I was like, "Well, I really 
love this job and I really wanna come home to a job if I do this tour." And he was like, 
"We'll make it work." But it was...I just wrote about how it felt good to have a position 
where I could do some sort of professional development while also pursuing my artistic 
work. But it felt kinda funny to be told, like, "Oh, but this isn't your career.” 
I mean, I'm there. They keep me at 39 and a half hours some weeks. A lot of 
people would say that's fucked up, and that's not what working in America is supposed 
to look like. I should be salaried and have benefits, if I'm working that many hours a 
week. But I wouldn't have the flexibility to go on tour or do as many things related to my 
music, if that was the case.  
Hannah showed confusion as she relayed this story, trying to make sense of her 
supervisor’s comment, while at the same time trying to make sense of just how she felt 
about her work in light of his comment. Given that she initially sought out this work in 
order to sustain her music career, it seemed as though the act of telling me about this 
interaction was in part a process of determining her identity as an artist and museum 
educator simultaneously. 
Alicia 
Like Hannah, Alicia, a 21-year old self-identified Asian American woman, is also 
attempting to reconcile her artistic identity with her newfound interest in museum 
education. When she and I met for our first interview in a coffee shop near her museum, 
I immediately noticed her friendly, yet professional demeanor. For much of our time 
together, she exercised a certain restraint, and her presentation style made me think she 
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was significantly older than her twenty-one years (something I found out later). As I 
wrote in my post-reflexion journal after our first interview: 
Alicia’s poise and grace was explained later in the interview: She has a theater 
background. She attended an arts high school and focused on theater, then went on to 
major in theater and anthropology in college. Yet, having recently finished her bachelor’s 
degree, she was already thinking ahead to what she might do outside the theater world. 
She described feeling that the theater life wasn’t for her, providing a glimpse of the 
motivation that may have directed her to the museum education profession: 
Well, since graduating in May I haven't really been actively pursuing acting or 
performance. I mean, I've gone on a couple of auditions but I haven't really had the 
desire to go on more or actively pursue it. And I don't know exactly why. I think after 
graduating, after going through a whole showcase process, I was really worn out, 
especially I felt very jaded by the industry. And I still kinda feel that way. It's such a 
visually-based industry. And having people constantly judge me on how I look, and what 
I wear, and what I do, I don't love that. It feels a bit self-indulgent, when I would really 
love to be around people, and talk to people, and learn about their stories, and help 
them if I can.  
Alicia explained her passion for acting as connected to storytelling; something she was 
glad to be able to draw on as a museum educator: 
Certainly from a performance aspect, doing theater and performing for a lot of my 
life, telling stories is something I really enjoy. I mean, I consider myself a storyteller as an 
artist. And so it's been really fun to be able to do that.  
            I was taken with Alicia’s poise. She sat very erect and looked me right in the 
eyes; she was very articulate, even when some of her answers felt hollow—it was 
tricky to get underneath them sometimes, because the answers were delivered in such 
a manner as to make you agree and move on. She was very professional, and as she 
described the meager amount of money she’s making as a “paid” intern at her 
museum, I was thinking to myself how lucky they are that they were able to find 
someone as professional as she is. (June 23, 2018)
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In fact, Alicia drew parallels between acting and teaching in the galleries in multiple 
ways, including concerns around engaging an audience and sustaining her own energy: 
I've had a couple of friends go on my tours, and it's just really nice to be able to 
talk to people about it afterwards, especially people who know my performance 
background. You’re giving a performance. That’s what it is. I like to think of my tours as a 
low key performance, in that, I'm very active, but I want you to feel engaged, yet relaxed, 
like there's no pressure. And I think it makes a lot of sense, because oftentimes, I'm very 
tired after a tour. It takes a lot of energy. I underestimated how much energy it takes out 
of you.  
I’ve actually been thinking about how to sustain my energy, because by the time 
Ramadan comes around, I won't be able to eat or drink anything. And I don't know if I'll 
have the energy to do this, especially if it's in the summer. It's super hot. It's not air-
conditioned. So that's been on my mind, but I bet if I went to my managers, and was like, 
hey, I'm planning on fasting for Ramadan, is there any way to lighten up the tour 
schedule a little bit more? Or at least give me tours that are air-conditioned? I'm sure 
they'd be happy to accommodate me with things like that. I'm really glad that I feel open 
enough to talk to them about stuff like that.  
Alicia’s entry into the museum education profession began during her last 
semester of college. After discovering a passion for anthropology during her studies, she 
sought out an opportunity to bring together her two interests—anthropology and theater. 
Based on the recommendation of a professor, Alicia applied for an unpaid internship at a 
museum where she could work on public programs, such as “culturally-specific family 
programs.” And while she was exposed to the inner workings of the museum, she began 
to resent what was being asked of her:    
I really learned a lot there. I did a lot of, like, intern stuff. Like copying and setting 
up posters and hanging things. But a lot of the programs, they were focused on science-
based things, which I was less interested in. Any time we had culturally specific 
performances or family programs, I was really into those. Then eventually, I will say, I 
think towards the end of that internship, I grew a little bit, I think I started to resent it a 
little bit just because I was putting in so many hours and not being compensated for it.  
Following this internship, Alicia applied for a paid fellowship at a niche art museum in the 
city.  
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And so the program that I'm in, I'm a museum education fellow, which is basically 
an intern but a step up [LAUGH] I like to think. I think that there's this higher level of 
commitment, a higher level of responsibility, at least when I compare it to other museum 
internships that I've had. And we get paid a monthly stipend, though it's not much. 
So, I’m running programs. When I say running programs, I didn't know what this 
meant before working this job, and I am literally greeting the speakers, greeting the 
guests, running them through sound check, going through the run of show for the entire 
program that evening. And then, actually welcoming audience members in to the space, 
having them sit down, getting the program started, collecting tickets, welcoming 
latecomers, they always come late. [LAUGH] And handling backstage things, if 
necessary. Then at the end of the program, escorting the guests out, speakers out, 
paying them. There's always a full time staff member on duty, and most of the time 
they're pretty hands-on as well. Depending on the program, they have different roles, but 
I would say that the fellows certainly play a large part in the production of the events, 
which I was surprised by. I really enjoy that level of responsibility, being able to do that.  
I, too, was surprised by how much responsibility Alicia had in this role. She essentially 
described duties one might expect of a regular museum staff member, and she seemed 
to take pride in her work accordingly. However, when I asked how much she is paid, she 
said, laughing, “$300 a month. Yeah, not much.” And while this is far from being a livable 
wage, Alicia perceived the opportunity as distinct from her other museum internship 
experience, which may have more to do with the kind of responsibilities she has as 
opposed to the pay. Indeed, as Alicia later told me, even though the museum offered her 
the chance to continue in the fellowship program for another year, she said, “I don't think 
I want to stay past the summer, honestly, because of lack of money.”  
  And while Alicia said that she liked the museum overall and especially the people 
she worked with in the public programs division, she had other reservations in addition to 
the low pay. Like Lena, Alicia was aware of the ways that exclusion and entitlement are 
embedded in the fabric of cultural institutions, including the museum where she was 
working: 
There's something about museums that just feel inherently colonialist. And being 
part of that colonialist mindset bothers me. And something about museums feel 
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impenetrable for certain groups of people. Why don’t I see people like me, who look like 
me, in museum settings, in visitors and people working there? It bothers me, because I 
know I'm also part of that colonialist mindset. Growing up as an American, it's ingrained 
into me, throughout school, throughout work. And so I have to find ways to destabilize 
my own conceptions about that. And figure out how to teach and talk about art in a way 
that's not in that manner.  
When I came to this museum, I so appreciated that it was the first time I had 
been to a formal art institution where I saw my culture being represented. And even 
though I didn't really know much about it, it felt warm and inviting—to see people of my 
culture and those religious figures being embodied there in those spaces, behind 
beautiful lighting, and paint, and rope, and beautiful glass cases. It felt really nice, but at 
the same time it makes me think a lot about the founding of the museum, by rich white 
people who loved this art and built up a huge collection. And they're like, “Well, we're 
gonna make a museum now, because we can.”  So a part of that makes me feel a little 
bit unsure and unsteady. Because overall I love the museum. I like the art that's there, I 
like the people who work there. But its roots, I think, put a sour taste in my mouth. 
Alicia’s efforts toward owning her own potential bias came up again in our last interview 
together. In the six months prior, she had secured a second part-time job as an educator 
at another museum, which organized regular meetings for staff members who were 
people of color. Alicia found the meetings helpful in supporting her work, as well as a 
fruitful initiative for the museum overall:  
I’m a part of a people of color group at my museum. We try to have a meeting 
every month. There's two organizers, and really, they take on a lot of the scheduling 
responsibilities, and I just try to show up when I can. And there's also a white anti-racist 
ally group as well.  
A couple months ago we had a joint meeting, facilitated by two people from this 
organization called Border Crossers. Maybe around 40 people attended. That was 
probably the most successful diversity session I've ever been a part of. It was just really 
wonderful to have outside facilitators, people who are trained to do this type of 
facilitating. And so we started off with a group exercise, both groups. And then we 
separated into our affinity groups.  
So essentially our people of color affinity group, it really was just a nice warm 
circle to talk about some of the things that we felt as people of color at the organization. 
And then when we came back together as a whole group, the White Anti-Racist Ally 
!96
caucus had spent that time essentially come up with actual tasks that they intended to 
do to support the people of color at the museum. When they came back and presented 
their findings, you could just see the energy drained from their faces. I think their 
facilitator really worked them and really asked them difficult questions. It was just a great 
thing to be a part of and I'm really glad that that happened. Even our new director of 
programs attended. It was really great to see higher administration come to it and be 
part of it.  
Alicia then went on to describe a separate initiative taken on by the same museum, in an 
effort to evaluate issues of diversity in the institution: 
And then another thing the museum has done, in terms of diversity that they're 
trying to encourage, is to hire two diversity officers to do an assessment, and then 
present suggestions that the museum would implement. So these two women, who are 
apparently leaders in the diversity field, sent out a survey to staff members to fill out, and 
they really asked you just to talk about the climate at the museum. They collected data 
from it, and at our last staff meeting, which was a couple of weeks ago, they presented 
their findings and gave us some suggestions. Overall I thought they had some really 
wonderful things to say, and some actual concrete suggestions as to what the museum 
can do.  
They also surveyed the housekeeping staff at the museum who are all Latina 
women. And the thing that really struck me about the findings, the thing that had a lot of 
emotional weight for me, was that the housekeeping staff said that they felt undervalued, 
and that people would walk past them, and just ignore them, and wouldn't say hello. And 
for me, I felt so horrible about that, because I really try to make a conscious effort. I don't 
really see the housekeeping staff that much, but it just made me realize I need to be 
more alert, more attentive, and that we all have to, because they feel it clearly, and so, 
making sure that they know that they're valued and heard too. That really had an impact 
on me. 
Nicole 
Nicole is a 23 year old self-identified Asian-American. She and I met for the first 
time on a beautiful spring day at a local park. She was warm and friendly, with a 
quickness in her responses that made me think she was a little nervous about being 
interviewed. From my subsequent interviews with Nicole, I learned that this was in 
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keeping with her personality. She was always a fast-talker, generally chipper and equally 
enthusiastic when talking about her life or when asking me about mine. 
Nicole came to the museum education field having been involved in art and art 
education since she was a teenager. She described her relationship with her parents as 
close—“I tell them everything that goes on in my life!”—and she credited them for 
supporting a love of art throughout her life: 
My dad is really into art history. He has a lot of art history books, and I would kind 
of flip through them. He would always talk about them. I think my love for Abstract 
Expressionism comes from his personal interest, because he has a lot of books on 
Abstract Expressionism and Post-Modern Art.  
When I was, I think, I don't remember if it was in the context of when I was 
studying AP art history or if there was an exhibition in Korea that interested him, then he 
would be like, "Oh my god, there's this like exhibition we should go to." I would find 
exhibitions that I wanted to see, too. My mom would also do the same thing. We were 
really active about that.  
My mom was a cellist, so art and music were always a part of her life and unlike 
stereotypical parents, they didn't demand me to become like a doctor or a lawyer or 
surgeon or something. In that way, they are really nurturing about me being interested in 
the arts and they also really like going to art museums. And so, even when I travel with 
my parents, we always made sure to plan art museum trips.  
Naturally, when her parents recently visited her in New York, she brought them to her 
museum.  
At first they couldn't even step inside the museum because the museum was at 
capacity technically in terms of numbers. The museum was pretty open, it wasn't that 
crowded, but they were being really strict about how many people were in the museum. 
Because I had my museum badge, I was like, "They're my parents" and they were like, 
"Okay" so they only let my parents in. My parents were like, "Wow, I didn't know 
museums could be so hip, and there are parties going on!" I guess they had a more 
conservative, traditional view of museums. They were like "Wow, there's drinks and 
parties, and really young people who are dressing up for this occasion." And my mom's 
like, "Wow, so many stylish people here!" [LAUGH] They just didn't really expect 
museums to be like that. So I think they were pleasantly surprised.  
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When I asked Nicole how she had explained what she did to her parents and family 
abroad, she said: 
My parents both speak English. My dad is fluent in English, but my mom not as 
much. So he would translate things for her, but she understood everything I was saying. 
It was harder to explain to family members outside. I felt like my grandparents were like, 
"I don't know what an internship is." [LAUGH] But I would say, "I'm interested in museum 
education." I'd tell them that I got like a ton of training on museum ed, museum 
pedagogy, educational theories, learning about child development and art teaching 
practices or best practices for teaching. So I tell them mostly that I'm teaching and then I 
tell them, I give tours to school groups. I co-program or help out with hands-on art. My 
parents know that teaching art to kids is really what I've done mostly so far and what 
they've encouraged me to pursue.  
It's my Dad that's been talking with me about grad school a lot and he's like "I 
really support you and I really want you to go to grad school like, don't worry about 
tuition." And he's researching art programs that he thinks I might be interested in, and 
then he sends me links. And he sends me a lot of articles about the latest art news or 
what's going on in the art world, that's relevant to me. And so, he thinks doing arts 
management or arts education is really cool. He's really interested in what I want to do. 
But when I think about grad school it's like "Do I really wanna go yet?" Yeah, I definitely 
want to go soon but I don't know about next year. Before I was thinking of it more of a 
backup kind of, but I've also been stalking people on LinkedIn. And everyone that has 
positions or career trajectories that I want to pursue, they all have M.A. degrees that they 
received within three or four years after undergrad. A lot of them have arts management 
or arts education or art history degrees. So that's kind of what I'm thinking of doing.  
  
Nicole began going to museums when she was a teenager and studying to be an 
artist herself:   
In high school, I had this obsession with art. Not obsession, but I was like "Wow, I 
only wanna go to art museums" when I was in high school. Because I think high school 
was the time when I took more art classes, and was getting a lot more serious about 
doing portfolio work for APs and college applications. I felt art museums were the most 
interesting for me at that point. I remember just going to local art museums back home. I 
went mostly to contemporary art museums and galleries there, and in high school, my 
AP art history class went to Paris for spring break. We went to a bunch of art museums 
for that. The Pompidou and the Louvre were the most memorable. I think the Louvre 
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more than "It's so gorgeous!" it was just so overwhelming. [LAUGH] And just so big and 
so many people too. I was just like "Wow, this is too much for me." And I guess it was my 
first time also, so it was like, an experience.  
Yeah, but the Pompidou was the most, wow. I think that was my favorite museum 
in Paris. The way that the building was structured was really cool. And I think the 
artworks there were just more memorable to me, and I felt I could relate to it more. And 
it's just a beautiful space. They had a lot of Abstract Expressionist paintings, so that was 
really cool. I really like bright colors, abstract paintings with bright colors and there was a 
lot of that at the Pompidou.  
At the same time that she was exploring art-making and art museums in high school, 
Nicole also tried her hand at teaching art. Through a connection her mother had with a 
local private school, Nicole began assistant teaching for a summer art program after her 
sophomore year of high school, working primarily with young kids: 
I had so much fun that summer working with the kids. And the kids were just so 
sweet, and they really wanted to get to know me. They wanted to be friends with me. 
And every time it will be something I would look forward to in the morning. They'd be like, 
"Ms. Nicole!” And they'd be all happy to see me and we would do art together. I enjoyed 
helping them with their projects, because I like doing art and they enjoyed receiving the 
support and help that I gave to them. And just being patient with them, validating their 
work because kids at an early age, they start to feel not confident in their skills. And so 
being there like, "Hey, this is great" or giving constructive feedback on how they could 
improve or giving them ideas when they were stuck, it was just such a rewarding 
experience. I felt validated when they felt validated. I felt like I was actually making a 
difference in their lives and making an impact on enjoying art because most of the kids 
are pretty young, so they all have fun doing art. But I'm worried that as they get older 
that they feel like, "Oh, I don't like art anymore. It's like, it's too difficult" or, it's like "I need 
to focus on other things." I still want them to enjoy art from an early age and beyond. 
And I also had a sketchbook where I wrote down all these great quotes that they said. I 
remember this one time, two girls were fighting over a crayon, and this boy comes in and 
he's just like, "You don't have to fight about that. You could just talk it out." [LAUGH] He 
was like five or something. I was like, my God it's so sweet! They're so adorable. 
[LAUGH] I think that was like a turning point where I was like, "Okay, I want to teach art." 
It was so fun. And I just wanted to relive that experience in the future.  
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This narrative stood out to me, in connection to some of the stories Nicole shared earlier, 
especially as the possible lack of confidence around art-making in young children 
mirrored her own feelings of self-doubt: 
In college, I studied visual arts and art history, but art education has always been 
a passion of mine. Teaching art and working with kids has always been something I was 
interested in since high school. So I like art, but I think I've always felt I didn't have 
confidence in my art skills or techniques, even though I enjoyed painting or drawing or 
printmaking. I have the most experience working with younger kids, teaching younger 
kids in an art class setting. I really like working with younger kids. Kids are just really fun 
to be with. And if you're patient with them, they really like you and they just want to hang 
out with you all the time and they're so funny and they're so sweet. They really look up to 
you also, I think I really like that. Just their innocence and just being fun and they're not 
as judgmental as adults or even like middle schoolers, and they just seem generally 
excited all the time and excited to learn. 
I think that's also a way for me to combat my insecurities. Working with kids, I 
don't have to be super good at art, you know? It's not like I'm teaching them technical, 
observational drawing skills. And I was kind of scared of older students. I guess I also 
felt kind of insecure. I think part of it is because I feel like I look young. I am pretty young. 
I just graduated from college, so I felt like high schoolers wouldn't really take me 
seriously. And I wasn't sure if I was skilled enough to teach high schoolers yet.  
Conclusion 
My primary goal in this chapter was to introduce each educator, through the 
stories they shared with me, as an individual person with idiosyncratic experiences, 
values, and concerns; each making their way within a unique set of contexts—their 
institutions, geographic location, and the study’s finite period of time, all against the 
surrounding histories of American art museums, museum education, and larger societal 
circumstances—very much in the middle of the unfolding of the phenomenon under 
study (Vagle & Hofsess, 2015). And yet, even at this precarious intersection, there are 
salient, meaningful connections to be made. 
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Nicole’s passion for teaching young children bubbled up throughout my 
interviews with her, just as Lena’s passion for social justice education within the museum 
context did. Alicia’s desire to draw on her own artistry as a performer while teaching in 
the museum reminded me of Hannah’s desire to continue her own practice as a 
musician and share that side of herself with the kids who visited her museum. Julie’s 
reflections on her assistant director’s lack of understanding about the work of educators 
echoed Lena’s impressions that educators were not respected in their museum. Alicia’s 
observations about the founding of her museum and the prevailing issues of access and 
equity across museums made me think of Lena’s childhood experience of not feeling 
welcome in museums. The point is this: These are not themes that resonate across the 
experiences of all five educators, but they are critical points of contact.   
In August, as I was making my way through the first two rounds of interview 
transcripts, I recognized as much in my post-reflexion journal: 
            I am realizing many possible connections across the biographies of these 
educators. Many of them have moved from/changed over to a new way of life, 
including into museums, in a way that is brave and self-defining. Hannah talked about 
“seeing a lot of my peers from my hometown go on to just lead really different lives, 
and being kind of the only one to leave. Or do something uncomfortable…” (Interview 
2, p. 12). Nicole lives here, while her parents, with whom she is very close, live in 
another country. Lena lives here, while their mother lives across the country, and they 
made a point of emphasizing their move to NYC as a thing people do that is hard and 
meant something (Interview 2). Alicia is working in a field that most often does not 
represent her culture (ie. seeing another person from her culture working in the arts 
made a real impact on her—from Interview 1). Julie also recognizes the power of a 
museum—and the stories it does or doesn’t tell—to either bring people in or leave 
them out (...”there’s people excluded out of that narrative.” Interview 2, p. 3). Julie said 
something that resonated for me as far as our individual perspectives on all of these 
things: “I’m also acknowledging the fact that my experience making art informs how I 
view and talk about art. So I think that’s also important to understand the lens that
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 Taking this a step further, the following chapters will explore what it looks like to 
explicitly connect various points of contact and provocations across the educators’ 
stories, as well as share related entries from my post-reflexion journal (framed in 
separate boxes) to acknowledge the ways that my experiences inform how I view and 
talk about these educators. Using the post-intentional phenomenological approach, I will 
also be utilizing ideas and concepts on self-identity, agency, and relational autonomy to 
prompt new ways of thinking about wayfinding for these five novice art museum 
educators in New York City.   
you’re viewing things to get people to, not necessarily to get people to see it how you 
see it but to sort of say different ways of approaching a painting or an object in 
general” (Interview 2, pg. 4). This is true about coming to this research for me, as well. 
There’s a lot I know, based on my own experience—and I recognize now, a lot I don’t, 
based on my own experience—about what it means to be a novice art museum 
educator. (August 27, 2018)
 103
INTERLUDE: CONCEPTUAL COMMITMENTS 
In the previous chapter, I introduced the five novice art museum educators in the 
study. Drawing on narrative inquiry research methods, I curated and compiled the 
educators’ stories in the form of narratives, in order to begin opening up and exploring 
the phenomenon of wayfinding in partial, fleeting, and multiple ways. In this interlude, I 
will introduce ideas and concepts that were particularly resonant with the research 
materials. These ideas and concepts are rooted in Giddens’ (1991) theory of self-identity, 
Bandura’s (2006) notions of self-efficacy and personal agency, and Mackenzie and 
Stoljar’s (2000) concept of relational autonomy. I placed these ideas and concepts in 
dialogue with the research materials to continue exploring and opening up the 
phenomenon of wayfinding, which helped me identify analytical questions around which 
chapters six and seven are structured. 
Self-Identity 
When the museum scholar Jay Rounds (2006) wrote about identity work in 
museums, he described identity not as a noun, or a fixed thing to be discovered, but 
rather, as a verb; or a “process unfolding in time” (p. 135).  For Rounds, the process only 
occurs when a person sets about “making choices about what to do” in some kind of 
context, or structure, “including physical, social, and cultural forces” (p. 136), where the 
“dynamics of identity work are thus created by the tension between the self-conscious 
mind that seeks the meaning of one’s life, and the necessity of acting in the external 
world in order to be able to live at all” (p. 137). Of course, the external world, or the 
contexts in which we act, is also moving and changing. However, for the purposes of this 
study, I focus on the identity work, or the choices, actions, and reflections made by each 
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educator that were born specifically from a tension between their personal quest for 
meaning and the external world—the art museum education field—in which they found 
themselves.  
Related to this point, Rounds cited sociologist Anthony Giddens (1991), who said 
that self-identity “is not something that is just given, as a result of the continuities of the 
individual’s action-system, but something that has to be routinely created and sustained 
in the reflexive activities of the individual” (p. 52). Thus, according to Giddens, self-
identity work takes place via reflexivity, an active self-awareness when someone 
considers their feelings and reactions to their circumstances, and those considerations 
influence their thinking about or acting in response (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). Further, 
Giddens (1991) clarifies that this reflexive activity constitutes self-identity, for “self-
identity is not a distinctive trait, or even a collection of traits, possessed by the individual. 
It is the self as reflexively understood by the person in terms of her or his biography 
[emphasis in the original]” (p. 53).   
For Giddens (1991), the process of reflexivity is centered internally and 
individually. A person’s external contexts—their social interactions and connections—
play a role, but only insofar that it is useful for their reflexive practice. As Giddens (1991) 
put it, “The self establishes a trajectory which can only become coherent through the 
reflexive use of the broader social environment” which allows “the self (in principle) to 
achieve much greater mastery over the social relations and social contexts reflexively 
incorporated into the forging of self-identity than was previously possible” (p. 148-149). 
Thus, an individual acknowledges and makes use of social interactions and 
environments for the purpose of advancing their individual identity work. Or as Giddens 
(1991) put it: 
   A person's identity is not to be found in behaviour, nor—important though this is
—in the reactions of others, but in the capacity to keep a particular narrative 
going [emphasis in the original]. The individual's biography, if she is to maintain 
regular interaction with others in the day-to-day world, cannot be wholly Active. It 
must continually integrate events which occur in the external world, and sort 
them into the ongoing ‘story’ about the self. (p. 54) 
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Giddens’ (1991) self-identity theory is grounded in his belief that modern life is 
driven by a desire for mastery over the natural world, with the emergence of 
individualized decision-making and mobility as a consequence. Where pre-modern 
societies by-and-large prioritized familial connections and localized activities—such as 
multiple generations living in the same home, arranged marriages, and family 
businesses—modern lives are not so easily or clearly anchored. The result is lives that 
are “structured around ‘open experience thresholds’, rather than ritualised passages” (p. 
148). Giddens (1991) suggested that while there are benefits and challenges to both the 
pre-modern and modern lifecycles, it is during times of transition that the modern ethos 
becomes all the more important to understand. No longer tied strictly to localized 
traditions or pressures: 
   Each phase of transition tends to become an identity crisis—and is often 
reflexively known to the individual as such. The lifespan, in fact, is constructed in 
terms of the anticipated need to confront and resolve such crisis phases, at least 
where an individual's reflexive awareness is highly developed. (p. 148) 
 Interestingly, educational philosopher John Dewey (1910) suggested something 
similar when he claimed that reflective thinking occurs when there is a “state of 
perplexity, hesitation, doubt” and “an act of search or investigation directed toward 
bringing to light further facts which serve to corroborate or to nullify the suggested belief” 
(p. 9). In these moments of crisis, Giddens (1991) believed that “feelings of self-identity 
are both robust and fragile;” fragile because “the biography the individual reflexively 
holds in mind is only one ‘story’ among many other potential stories that could be told 
about her development as a self” and robust because “a sense of self-identity is often 
securely enough held to weather major tensions or transitions in the social environments 
within which the person moves” (p. 55). Feelings of fragility regarding self-identity must 
be assumed within this study, because it would be difficult to “see” in my research 
materials, given that an individual “holds in mind...only one ‘story’ among many potential 
stories.” Robustness, on the other hand, can be explored in the ways the educators 
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might talk about their sense of self before, during, and after “tensions or transitions in the 
social environments” (p. 55).  
 The analytical questions that arose from the dialogue between concepts from 
Giddens' (1991) theory of self-identity and my research materials were: 
- How welcoming did the novice museum educators find the spaces they joined, 
and in what ways? 
- How did the educators’ sense of self intersect with their wayfinding? 
Self-Agency  
Echoing Giddens (1991) and Dewey (1910), social psychologist Albert Bandura 
(2018) suggested that when faced with challenges, individuals “reflect on their 
efficacy...the soundness of their thoughts and actions, their values, and the meaning and 
morality of their pursuits” in order to “address conflicts between alternative courses of 
action and competing values and favor one course over another” (p. 131). However, for 
Bandura, reflexivity functions to help individuals develop a stronger sense of self-efficacy
—a person’s belief in their ability to take action and influence their circumstances—and 
personal agency—a person’s actual ability to act and influence their circumstances 
(Bandura, 1997). Bandura (2006) said that to be an agent of change is: 
...to influence intentionally one's functioning and life circumstances. In this view, 
personal influence is part of the causal structure. People are self-organizing, 
proactive, self-regulating, and self-reflecting. They are not simply onlookers of 
their behavior. They are contributors to their life circumstances, not just products 
of them. (p. 164) 
 As part of Bandura’s (2018) larger social cognitive theory, he argued that agency 
was cultivated through three main characteristics: forethought, self-reactiveness, and 
self-reflectiveness. Forethought involves future planning, when a person establishes 
goals for themselves and visualizes “the likely outcomes of their actions” (p. 130). Self-
reactiveness entails a self-assessment of a person’s performance based on “how well 
their behavior measures up to their adopted standards” (p. 131). Finally, self-
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reflectiveness, as referred to earlier, is manifested through the metacognitive process of 
reflecting “on oneself and the adequacy of one’s capabilities, thoughts, and action” (p. 
131). Bandura (2018) called this characteristic a “core self-belief” and “the foundation of 
human aspiration, motivation, and accomplishments” (p. 133). Importantly, it is through 
self-reflection that a person develops the self-efficacy required to fuel their actions. 
Bandura (2018) went on to say that:  
   Unless people believe they can produce desired effects by their actions they 
have little incentive to act or to persevere in the face of difficulties. Whatever 
other factors serve as guides and motivators, they are rooted in the belief that 
one has the capability to produce effects by one’s actions. (p. 133) 
Finally, like Giddens (1991), Bandura (2006) also acknowledged the interplay 
between individual efficacy and agency, and the social nature of acting in the world. 
Bandura (2006) went further than Giddens, saying that “most human functioning is 
socially situated” (p. 165). Rejecting the notion of an “autonomous agent,” he described 
a “reciprocal interplay of intrapersonal, behavioral, and environmental determinants” (p. 
165). Importantly, he also advanced the notion that “people are each other’s 
environments” and therefore, depending on the vantage point, one person’s enactment 
of self-agency may function as another person’s environmental influence (p. 165). The 
point here is that Bandura (2006) recognized that social interactions are present 
throughout acts of self-agency, and they are interpreted and understood with a great 
deal of variation depending on the person.  
 The analytical question that arose from the dialogue between concepts from 
Bandura’s (2006) theory of self-agency and my research materials was: 
- How, if at all, did the novice art museum educators enact agency to respond to 
welcoming or unwelcoming museum spaces? 
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Relational Autonomy 
When philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre (1984) said, “Individuals inherit a particular 
space within an interlocking set of social relationships” he was referring specifically to 
the family dynamics into which we are born, but the statement suggests something 
equally compelling: that we come into the world already in relationship and that 
relationships are already in-process, interconnected, and with histories around us (p. 
33-34). He went on to say, “To know oneself as such a social person is however not to 
occupy a static and fixed position. It is to find oneself placed at a certain point on a 
journey with set goals; to move through life is to make progress —or to fail to make 
progress —toward a given end” (p. 34). As with intentionality in phenomenology, I 
resonate here with the ontological commitment to human connections; connections that 
are ever-changing and ever-evolving.  
In contrast to ideas such as Giddens’ (1991) theory of self-identity, which 
assumed individualistic autonomy as the preferred mode for advancement in society, 
feminist theorists in the 1980’s and 1990’s argued for a rejection of the mainstream 
concept of autonomy in favor of a more comprehensive look at the individual in 
relationship to their surroundings. Traditionally defined as “self-government or self-
determination,” the previously accepted notion of autonomy, with decidedly Western and 
Anglo-American roots (Meyers, 1997), was most often associated with male social roles 
and “the sort of independence that involves disconnection from close interpersonal 
involvement with others” as Marilyn Friedman (1997) put it (p. 40). Rather than reject the 
idea of autonomy outright, feminist scholars (Friedman included) pushed back on this 
limited conception of autonomy. For example, Friedman (2000) highlighted importantly 
that ideas of masculine autonomy are by no means uniform. Instead, she called for 
further broadening notions of autonomy to incorporate the significance of social 
relationships, because “persons are fundamentally social beings who develop the 
competency for autonomy through social interaction with other persons” (Friedman, 
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2000, p. 40). Along the same lines, Linda Barclay (2000) suggested a reorientation of the 
notion of autonomy. Rather than assume an autonomous person is someone “who 
mysteriously escapes the forces of socialization,” she claimed that “the difference is that 
the autonomous person is not a passive receptacle of [social] forces but reflectively 
engages with them to participate in shaping a life for herself” (Barclay, 2000, p. 55). 
 These women pushed notions of identity work into the social realm, 
acknowledging the powerful interplay between individuals in relationship with those 
around them. As part of this expanded definition of autonomy, Friedman (2000) went on 
to elucidate what is a familiar trajectory for most people:  
   We are each reared in a social context of some sort, typically although not 
always that of a family, itself located in wider social networks such as community 
and nation. Nearly all of us remain, throughout our lives, involved in social 
relationships and communities, at least some of which partly define our identities 
and ground our highest values. These relationships and communities are 
fostered and sustained by varied sorts of ties that we share with others, such as 
languages, activities, practices,projects, traditions, histories, goals, views, values, 
and mutual attractions—not to mention common enemies and shared injustices 
and disasters. (p. 41) 
Thus, Friedman (2000) suggested that it is in relation with other people that we find 
support, as well as come up against challenges that ignite personal growth. These 
relational concepts and theories of autonomy, along with many others, fall under what 
Mackenzie and Stoljar (2000) describe as relational autonomy: 
...an umbrella term, designating a range of related perspectives. These 
perspectives are premised on a shared conviction, the conviction that persons 
are socially embedded and that agents' identities are formed within the context of 
social relationships and shaped by a complex of intersecting social determinants, 
such as race, class, gender, and ethnicity. Thus the focus of relational 
approaches is to analyze the implications of the intersubjective and social 
dimensions of selfhood and identity for conceptions of individual autonomy and 
moral and political agency. (p. 4)  
Inevitably, we are in relationship with those around us, to varying degrees, and identity 
work takes place in the context of these relationships.  
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The analytical question that arose from the dialogue between concepts from 
Mackenzie and Stoljar’s (2000) relational autonomy and my research materials was: 
- How did the novice museum educators draw upon relationships with other people 
as they navigated these spaces? 
Putting Conceptual Commitments to Use 
As described in chapter III, my initial exploration of the ideas and concepts from 
Giddens’ (1991) theory of self-identity, Bandura’s (2006) notions of self-efficacy and 
personal agency, and Mackenzie and Stoljar’s (2000) concept of relational autonomy 
was prompted by a resonance I sensed between these ideas and concepts and my 
research materials. After spending time with these ideas and concepts, I then placed 
them in an ongoing, back-and-forth dialogue with my research materials, and as Jackson 
& Mazzei’s (2013) describe it, “putting philosophical concepts to work via disrupting the 
theory/practice binary by decentering each and instead showing how they constitute or 
make one another [emphasis in original]” (p. 264). To reiterate, out of this analytical 
dialogue, four questions arose, which further expanded my thinking on the phenomenon 
on wayfinding for the five novice art museum educators in the study: 
1. How welcoming did the novice museum educators find the spaces they joined, 
and in what ways? 
2. How did the educators’ sense of self intersect with their wayfinding? 
3. How, if at all, did they enact agency to respond to these spaces? 
4. How did the novice museum educators draw upon relationships with other 
people as they navigated these spaces? 
The following two chapters are organized around these questions: In chapter V, I further 
open up ways of illuminating the phenomenon of wayfinding based on the first three 
interrelated analytical questions. These questions helped frame the dialogue between 
my research materials and concepts from Giddens’ (1991) theory of self-identity and 
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Bandura’s (2006) theory of self-agency. In chapter VI, I continue the exploration of 
wayfinding through an additional analytical question that put my research materials in 
dialogue with Mackenzie and Stoljar’s (2000) concept of relational autonomy. I made a 
choice to separate these two chapters, with chapter V focused on the embodiment of a 
confident, capable self (“Identity Work”), and with chapter VI, focused on the times the 
educators opened up about who was helping them (“The Relational Self"). These 
divisions are somewhat arbitrary, because the movement between the educators talking 
about navigating their way on their own, versus the times they drew on support from 
other people, was fluid and overlapping. Nevertheless, I had to organize the dissertation, 
and this division made sense in my thinking.  
Finally, in chapter VII, I explore what I saw and understood across the research 
materials, as well as addressing more directly the four analytical questions that guided 
the exploration of the phenomenon of wayfinding through continually connecting the 





Thus far, through the textual expression of the lived experiences of five novice art 
museum educators in the previous chapter, the phenomenon of wayfinding has been 
deliberately complicated and opened up, as something experienced in diverse and 
myriad ways. In this chapter, I further open up ways of illuminating the phenomenon, 
though always with an awareness of their partiality and fleeting nature. Based on my 
conceptualization and implementation of Jackson and Mazzei’s (2013) process of 
“putting philosophical concepts to work via disrupting the theory/practice binary by 
decentering each and instead showing how they constitute or make one another 
[emphasis in original]” (p. 264), three interrelated analytical questions arose: 
1. How welcoming did the novice museum educators find the spaces they joined, 
and in what ways? 
2. How did the educators’ sense of self intersect with their wayfinding? 
3. How, if at all, did they enact agency to respond to these spaces? 
I used these questions to guide my analysis, and the subsequent crafting of “a text that 
engages the productions and provocations of the post- intentional phenomenon” per 
Vagle’s (2018) post-intentional process (p. 139).    1
 In crafting this text, I have pulled direct quotes from each educator to function as subheadings.1
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Lena: “I was really impressed at not being followed. I was impressed at feeling 
welcomed.”  
Lena’s story of feeling welcomed the first time they visited the museum where 
they ultimately worked represents a provocation;  something that stood out to me almost 2
immediately upon hearing it.  
So I came to this museum, and it was a feeling of being welcomed in a fine art 
institution. In a museum. My body was welcomed here. I was really impressed at not 
being followed. I was impressed at feeling welcomed, and it stayed with me. 
Lena’s experience stands out, because it was an exception to what they typically expect 
when visiting museums; spaces that do not welcome people who look like they do. Lena 
immediately compared their experience of being welcomed in this museum to an 
experience they had as a child when they visited an art museum and felt they were 
being followed around by a security guard “just for being there” as a person of color.  
When I previously asked Lena to describe their race/ethnicity, before I began 
interviews, they said that they were a “part of the human race” before going on to 
describe their “political and spiritual identity as Xicanx and direct ancestral lineage is 
Mexican.” During our conversations over six months, it became clear through the 
experiences Lena shared with me that they were aware of and actively working against 
social injustices, especially as they affected people of color. As Lena said in one 
interview, “You're not gonna think about how we will be replicating systems of oppression 
if we're not actively working to break them apart, right?" Lena’s racial and ethnic identity, 
and the experiences that come with them, have in part shaped their life commitments 
and sense of self and, as an extension, their professional identity, which will be 
discussed further, below. 
So after feeling welcomed at the museum in New York, Lena used the 
experience as a signpost of sorts. They perceived a possible role for themself, to 
 As a reminder, Vagle (2018) describes a provocation as something specific, pointed, or 2
“intense.” A provocation might be “...one line in one interview transcript that you think ignites 
something about the phenomenon” (p. 160).
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contribute to efforts at making museums more welcoming spaces, saying, “I wanted to 
be able to replicate that experience for people.” This prompted Lena to find their way 
across the country in order to work for the same museum. Furthermore, by taking 
advantage of a professional opportunity themself, they saw it as a chance to help open 
up professional opportunities for other people of color: 
It's so hard to get a job in the museum world. And I just needed a foot in. And to 
me, it's not like a foot that I'll be taking with me once I leave. It's kind of like, I wanna hold 
the door open. And I think that was part of it for me. I came to this institution, because I 
wanted to hold the door open for more people like me. 
So when I went back to my hometown after that visit, I was like, "I really want to 
find a way to move to New York. I wanna live in New York. How do I do it?" I found the 
internship position. I was just like, "Oh my god, this is how I make it happen. I move back 
through this position." And I manifested it. I applied. I got it, and I moved.  
In manifesting the change Lena wished to make in their life, they were being an 
agent of change, in Bandura’s (2006) terms: Far from merely being an onlooker, Lena 
was making intentional choices that made them a contributor to their “life circumstances, 
not just [a product] of them” (p. 164).  
Lena based their decision to move to New York City for the paid, year-long 
museum internship on more than just this one profound museum experience. They 
anticipated that the internship would allow them to embody their commitments to 
breaking apart systems of oppression, which is evident in their desire to “hold the door 
open” for others, as well as a sense of integrity made apparent through stories they 
shared with me about previous professional experiences, which follows. One can 
assume that moving across the country was a big transition for Lena, and yet, 
motivating, guiding, and supporting this life choice was what Giddens (1991) would call a 
“robust...sense of self-identity” that was perhaps “securely enough held to weather major 
tensions or transitions” (p. 55). 
When I asked Lena to share details about their professional background, they 
said, “Climate justice is really my first love. I started doing environmental justice in high 
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school, continued on and became an environmental justice activist and advocate. Social 
justice equity is really important to me. My integrity is really important to me.” As evident 
in this statement, Lena’s sense of personal and professional integrity are closely linked. 
A case in point, Lena went on to describe an experience they had working for a non-
profit organization several years ago that shifted its priorities after Lena had been there 
for more than two years: 
I was just like, "Oh, it's my time to go." It's just like, "I can't back this organization 
up anymore.” I'm a really good advocate for myself, and integrity is really important. I 
don't bend my integrity for anybody. So I left, because I was like, “This is what I believe 
and you're not doing what I believe, so I'm leaving."  
Lena then described a subsequent work experience that challenged their sense 
of self, inspiring reflexivity as they examined their motives, actions, and feelings born out 
of the tension between self and their professional environment:  
After that, I got a contracting position with a non-profit where I ran a climate 
justice arts program; doing a social media campaign, designing their website, organizing 
gallery showings, and commissioning new artists' works for rapid responses, like climate 
happening around the world. It was my first time consulting. I didn't have the experience 
to be successful at it, nor did I have the support from the staff to be successful at it. They 
were kinda just like, "Show us when you finish." And I had so many questions, and they 
didn't have time to address my questions. They just expected me to just like, know. So 
when they didn't extend my contract, and I was like, "Why did you guys offer me this 
position? You offered me this position without interviewing. I made the mistake of saying 
yes, because you were paying me $35 an hour.  Why?" And they were like, "Honestly? 
All of our other applicants were white." And I was like, "Damn, dude." And I was the only 
queer POC with actual lived experience of environmental justice work, which aligns more 
with their organization, even though I don't have the work experience, which means that 
they set me up to fail, which was really fucked up. If you're going to give someone a 
position like that, support them the whole way. Have the capacity to support them. 
This was a critical experience for Lena; in their description, Lena was actively 
self-aware, evaluating their performance. By assessing their performance, saying that 
they “didn’t have the experience to be successful at it” and that they “made the mistake 
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of saying yes” because the salary was good, Lena occupied in a particular aspect of self-
agency, engaging in what Bandura (2018) would call self-reflectiveness “to realize...their 
values, and the meaning of their pursuits” (p. 131). The experience, and more 
importantly, Lena’s reflection on the experience, catalyzed their commitment to their own 
integrity and values moving forward, as evident in what Lena said later as they described 
part of their motivation in joining the museum education profession: 
I don't want to bend my integrity to go and make money. That's just not gonna 
happen for me. And I've done it in the past. I've done something I didn’t want to do 
because at the end of the day, it was gonna be a really nice check. And what happened? 
I didn't do a good job. Because my mind, my heart, and spirit, it just wasn't in it.    
Here, Lena highlights a tension that inspires their identity work; the tension 
between their personal quest for meaning—their desire to have their “mind, heart, and 
spirit” engaged in their work—and surviving in the outside world—the appeal of a decent 
paycheck (Rounds, 2006). As Lena went on to talk about themself as a museum 
educator, they described engaging their mind, heart, and spirit in pursuit of breaking 
down systems of oppression through their gallery teaching approach, saying, “Decolonial 
tactics of learning are really important to me. And so, I believe in education that way, I 
believe in myself as an educator in that way.” Here, Lena boldly declares themself an 
educator capable of enacting change. Even as they were learning how to teach in 
museums, they never doubted their resolution to effect positive change with the students 
they taught:  
This is different than any other education position that I've had. But I know that I 
want to impact students and I know that I can do that through the conversations that we 
have looking at an art object. I'm really interested in telling the truth, even if we don't 
really know the full truth. At least it's more than we've learned. So let's make space for 
that. That's what I want, to help students make space for truth, beyond what their 
teachers are telling them, beyond what history books are telling them. And I think it's the 
responsibility of an educator to be that honest, no matter the age group. I feel I did a 
really great job at proving that at any age, you can have an appropriate decolonial 
lesson. It doesn't mean, like, drop all of these heavy topics. It just means that you've 
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decided that this is the way that you're gonna go as an educator. And I like that, I like 
that process.  
As Lena went on to describe the experience of learning to be an educator in the 
museum context, they highlighted a potential conflict between an educator’s teaching 
agenda—for Lena, uncovering social injustices and systems of oppression—and a 
widespread practice in museum education that prioritizes open-ended questions—no 
“right or wrong” answers—in group dialogue (Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011; Hubard, 2015):  
I like figuring out what questions I should ask to get us there. My colleague is 
always like, “Lena, those are leading questions!" and I'm like, "What do you mean?" But, 
yeah, I think I'm finding that balance. I receive feedback really well, so that I can be 
better at it.  
Lena was in the process of developing their museum educator identity, and their 
museum teaching practice, with an active self-awareness of their limits and opening 
themself up to feedback in response. As confident as Lena is in their beliefs and abilities, 
they are also conscious of their limitations and their evolving professional practice. 
“Wow, you don't think I belong here.” 
In contrast to the inspiring experience of being welcomed to the museum as a 
visitor, subsequently applying for and being accepted into the paid yearlong internship 
program, and happily working to improve their gallery teaching practice, after Lena 
began working at the museum, they found that much of their earlier assumptions about 
museums being exclusionary held true in the experiences they had as a staff member. 
Their sense of self came into direct conflict with the environment, in the form of how 
Lena felt treated by people from other museum departments: 
People that I definitely said hello to in the past would just openly ignore me. I'm 
like, "Wow, you don't think I belong here. You don't actually think I belong here. How 
hard is it to say hello? How hard is it to acknowledge that you've seen someone more 
than once? I remember meeting someone that works on a different floor, and then I saw 
them again the next week, and they were like, "I didn't know you worked here!" And I 
was, "Girl, what did you think the last time we saw each other? Who did you think I was? 
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And we've sat next to each other in meetings so many times. It's not hard to notice 
people. 
Lena’s perception of the museum shifted, and they no longer felt welcome. In our 
conversation, Lena’s focus also shifted, from pride in their accomplishments to the 
ramifications of negative interpersonal experiences with staff members. Lena became 
acutely aware of how they thought other people in the museum saw them. Lena’s 
interpretation of this situation pointed to their status as an educator, and more 
specifically, as an education intern, within the museum:  
But they will not say hello to me because I'm just this person in education that 
they don't necessarily have to acknowledge because I'm here temporarily. Where for me, 
I'm like, "Yo, this is the time to community build, this is the time to network. You have no 
idea who I am. Yes, I'm in this internship position but look at my fucking resume. I have a 
built career. Get to know me. Have interest in me.  
Here, Lena’s sense of self, and the sense of accomplishment they felt based on their 
previous professional work and the promising experiences of facilitating decolonial 
lessons with students in the galleries, came into conflict with their environment, where 
they feel indignation at being dismissed and unseen by other people working at the 
museum. Lena’s interpretation—”because I'm just this person in education”—speaks of a 
decades-old identity crisis in the museum education field, outlined in chapter II (Brigham, 
et al., 1988; Ebitz, 2005; Munley & Roberts, 2006; Williams, 1996), with education 
departments delegated to the “basement” of their institutions (Brigham et al., 1988; 
Ebitz, 2005), not receiving the same level of respect or prioritizing as other museum 
departments, while also being called on to direct and enact important institutional 
initiatives toward student and visitor-centered engagement (Korn, 2007; Reeve & 
Woollard, 2012).  
However, in Lena’s poignant and personal self-reflection on this experience, they 
point to what the other person missed out on—the opportunity to get to know another 
human being. The other person’s behavior suggested to Lena that some museum 
professionals think they are better than others and that people are worth more or less of 
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their time, depending on what position they hold. Lena’s impression was reinforced when 
they realized that many of the big decisions being made about the museum were 
determined among a small group of people:   
I feel like decisions are made in these smaller circles of people. We're not 
actually invited to conversations that impact the museum or its outward-facing image or 
anything like that. I feel that it's siloed, and it's like any institution that’s shaped in a 
hierarchical way instead of a horizontal way will be siloed because you can't see each 
other. Sure, you're speaking to one another up there—I have no idea what the fuck you 
are talking about. If you're interested in being radical, you should be transparent. 
Experiences like these are influencing Lena’s wayfinding in the profession. While 
Lena is acutely aware of the ways that educators are not included in decision-making in 
the museum, and they implicitly envision museums as more transparent to people in all 
positions and with a more horizontal, inclusive structure for decision-making, Lena goes 
on to actively make change where they can, through their position as an educator. In the 
following narrative, Lena frames their work as an explicit counter-action to the idea that 
only certain people are welcome in museums:  
The museum does police its visitors, constantly, especially with students. 
Whenever we had school groups, we had to go through the house rules, like, “Okay, 
we're about to go on this adventure in the museum. But first we have to take care of the 
rules and knowing the rules.” So it's like policing right away, like policing bodies, and I 
didn't like it. I didn't like having to give them a list of things that they weren't supposed to 
do. 
Lena finds their goals for the profession—to enact decolonial tactics as part of 
uncovering and changing systems of oppression—in conflict with the expectations 
associated with their position as a museum educator—that they will participate in 
controlling the bodies of students while they are visiting the museum. Lena feels that 
they are being asked to “police” students in the same way that they felt policed when 
they visited the Getty as a young child, rooting their professional commitments in a 
troubling personal experience: 
!120
My first memory—which wasn't from a school field trip, it was from a trip with a 
friend that I did when I was five or six years old—was being followed around by a 
security guard just for being there. And I was just like, "Wow. Why are you policing me 
already? Why are you subjecting me to this? 
Given this strong association with policing and being in museum spaces, Lena not only 
refused to compromise their sense of self by engaging in policing behaviors. They also 
saw themself as someone who could enact change and modify expectations that are 
often perceived as unchangeable: 
And so the way that I switched it up, which I think was also very decolonial, was 
like, “Okay, let's talk about things that we can do. Like, sure, we really shouldn't do some 
things, in order to keep ourselves and this space safe, right? Like no running, no hitting, 
stay with your group, all those things. Okay, great. Those are all amazing things that are 
very important. To make sure we all stay safe, and that the art stays safe.  
But let's think about things that we can do. “Now, we have this amazing space, 
what can we do with it? What can we do in it?” Actually highlighting things that they can 
do. “You could be inspired, right? You could draw. You could listen to one another and 
build collective knowledge.” That was something I constantly was promoting. I was like, 
“We listen to each other and we built collective understanding. By listening to one 
another we get to build, right? And we're able to see things that perhaps we didn't see 
before.” And they were really into that. Students like to be told they can do things. 
They're constantly being told what they can't do or what they shouldn't do. I really enjoy 
highlighting the things that they could do, and that they had a total right to do. 
 
 Lena’s reference to the students’ “rights” seemed especially poignant, and 
important, in contrast to the policing they saw and felt both as a visitor and as a museum 
staff member. Lena is actively promoting a revision; one that imagines art museums as 
spaces that everyone has the right to enter, and not only enter, but enter with their whole 
selves. In the case of their student visitors, Lena guided a performative act of sorts, 
giving the students a chance to activate the museum space with their bodies: 
And something that I often did with younger students was let them play around in 
this big, open space in the museum. It's just like, this is the only area where you can run, 
and no one's gonna tell you anything. And they did, they would go wild. And then I would 
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be like, “All right, all right, everyone, all right, all right, settle down, settle down.” But 
yeah, I want them to remember that. I want them to feel like, they come five years later 
and they might be like, “Oh my God, that time I was eight, I ran all over this place.” And 
kind of just laugh about it or get tickled, or whatever. I want them to feel free. Free to 
wonder, free to be themselves. That's really important. 
  
In a powerful act of self-empowerment, Lena was “making choices about what to 
do” in the context of their museum work, per Rounds (2006) concept of identity work. 
Lena opened the space to their students, providing for those children a freedom in the 
museum that Lena did not feel as a child. They made choices in the “tension between 
the self-conscious mind that seeks the meaning of one’s life, and the necessity of acting 
in the external world” (Rounds, 2006, p. 137); this time through a positive experience 
they enabled for other children.  
Lena went on to contrast this sense of accomplishment—of actively pursuing 
their goals of decolonial teaching in the museum—against their concerns that museums 
might not welcome them as a professional. In the following narrative, as they anticipated 
finding their way in the field beyond the year-long internship, Lena wondered aloud if 
they would be able to sync their own sense of integrity with the institutions that might 
hire them in the future. Ultimately, though, Bandura (2018) would say that Lena’s 
“positive self-regard” continued to be supported through the commitment to their “moral 
standards” (p. 132): 
I wanna apply for other museum education positions, but I also want to do it in a 
museum where I'm like, "Yeah, that museum does a pretty good job around social 
justice." So if I come in with the politics that I have, is the museum going to want me as 
the whole person that I already am? Or are they gonna ask me to chop myself up and 
package myself in a more presentable, palatable way? Because if that's the case, I don't 
need to be there. 
	 In summary, inspired by the potential to open up otherwise unwelcoming 
spaces, Lena entered the museum education field with a robust sense of self (Giddens, 
1991); someone wholly committed to decolonial teaching and working against systems 
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of oppression, rooted in their racial and cultural experiences. As they found their way, 
Lena was disappointed to discover that the museum environment was unwelcoming to 
them as a staff member—as it had been to them as a young visitor—with people from 
other departments who dismissed them and museum decisions being made without 
consideration for educators’ ideas. Despite this, Lena resisted internalizing how others 
saw them, “abiding by their moral standards” to support a “positive self-regard,” and 
their secure belief in their professional abilities and pride in their position as an educator 
and associated accomplishments (Bandura, 2018, p. 132). Drawing on these strengths, 
Lena enacted change where they could, through the ways they interacted with and 
welcomed the students they taught. Lena asserted their sense of identity as a guide for 
wayfinding, demonstrating a “capacity to keep a particular narrative going,” as Giddens 
(1991) would put it, amid a space that did not accept that identity and those 
commitments so readily (p. 54).  

Alicia: “Why don’t I see people like me, who look like me, in museum settings, in 
visitors and people working there?” 
Like Lena, Alicia was concerned about who is and is not welcomed in museums. 
For Alicia, who identifies as Asian American, the experience of not being welcomed in 
museums was rooted in her connections to her family, and the perceptions they had 
about museums: 
My parents, I guess they don't understand museum worlds. And I still don't really 
understand museum worlds. But my parents certainly don't know museum spaces or 
how they work. Or even just art spaces. It's a cultural barrier that they've grown 
accustomed to.  
Although Alicia identifies herself with her parents by suggesting that she also does not 
understand museums, she went on to share keen insights about them: 
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What I’ve observed in New York is that museums have a glass wall in front of 
them, where certain people are afraid that they can't go in or break that barrier for 
whatever reason. Something about museums feels impenetrable for certain groups of 
people. And I’ve thought about it for a long time. Why don't I see people like me, who 
look like me, in museums settings, in visitors and people working there? That makes me 
a little bit sad. Why didn't my parents take me to museums when I was younger? I don't 
really know. Why did they feel they couldn't go in? 
By aligning herself with her parents (“I still don't really understand museum 
worlds.”), Alicia is examining the world of museums from the vantage point of her family, 
hypothesizing some of the reasons they may have felt they could not visit museums. 
Alicia alludes to what stands between museum spaces and the people outside of them 
as a “glass wall,” which suggests that those outside of museums can see what is inside, 
and might even want to come in for a closer look, but for some invisible barrier that 
keeps them out. She expresses sadness, wishing that her parents had felt comfortable 
enough to take her to museums as a child, which suggests she sees value within 
museums. And yet, as she continued to reflect, she drew on a different metaphor to 
describe their exclusivity:  
Because museums are places with velvet ropes in front of them. Because 
museums are expensive. Because museums are hard to get to. Because museums are 
prestigious and have expensive things in them. There's something that is—I don't know 
if it's innate. Because I don't wanna believe that it's innate, because that makes it feel 
like it's not ever gonna be accessible to those people. It's just something that we've 
culturally constructed about museums and museum worlds that make people feel like 
they can't go inside, and I don't like that. 
This time, Alicia used the image of velvet ropes, alluding to a level of luxury that is 
mirrored in the objects that many, if not most, museums hold (often behind glass frames 
and under glass cases), as if this might explain why museums are inaccessible to some 
people. She goes on to pinpoint specific ways that museums seem off limits, including 
that they are “expensive” and “hard to get to” and “make people feel like they can't go 
inside.” She is exploring her family background and identity as an Asian American and 
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seeing things from that perspective, starting with “how [she] has become” as Taylor 
(1989) would put it, while trying to make sense of who she is and where she is going—in 
the museum world (p. 47). She simultaneously relates to her parents, and as an 
extension, other people who do not feel welcome in museums (in pinpointing various 
barriers to their visiting museums) while at the same time, she identifies as someone 
inside of museums, saying “it’s not ever gonna be accessible to those people [emphasis 
added].”  
Alicia then struggled with what she perceived as possibly “innate” in museums—
that they simply are not for everyone. She considers that museums might be 
quintessentially exclusive in this way, but at the same time, she does not want it to be 
so. She wishes to look at museums “as if they could be otherwise” as educational 
philosopher Maxine Greene (2001) would say.  She calls the barriers to museum 3
visitorship “culturally-constructed.” By describing them this way, she suggests that some 
people have made choices that make other people feel museums are not for them. This 
offers a window of opportunity, where museums might be made accessible, perhaps by 
people like her; someone who now finds herself on the other side of what she called the 
“glass wall” in front of museums: 
Accessibility is a huge issue that I've been contending with in the museum world, 
especially at this museum, where the visitors are primarily older and white. When I’m 
teaching, I very much try to clarify that this is not a place where we're trying to exoticize 
this art or these people. And that this is a living tradition and we have to respect that. 
And it's hard to also recognize and acknowledge the colonialistic aspects of it. Yeah, all 
things that I'm trying to contend with. 
Alicia sees an opportunity to work toward decolonialism, yet also recognizes the 
challenge to do so given the current realities of museum visitorship, which is primarily 
made up of white people. Given that Alicia is finding her way from a non-museum-going 
 To quote educational philosopher Maxine Greene (2001), who believed that the imagination 3
must be activated in social contexts in order to envision new possibilities, or to “look at things as if 
they could be otherwise” (p. 122).
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upbringing toward a career in museums, and as an Asian American in the context of a 
museum world with colonial roots filled with visitors who do not look like her, the 
following narrative about a time when Alicia ran into a family friend while at work stands 
out as particularly significant: 
It was a really crowded night at the museum. It was extra busy because of an 
opening, and I ran into one of my family friends who I haven’t seen in years. He’s my 
dad’s friend’s son. He's a couple years older than me, but I knew that he worked in the 
art world. And so I ran into him, and he was so kind and so excited to see me. It was 
really cool to see him there. Seeing someone else that's part of my culture participate in 
the art world and museum life like this—I really appreciated seeing a familiar face, 
knowing that I had someone I could kind of navigate it with.  
This encounter revealed Alicia’s ongoing struggle to understand her identity as a 
museum-person, in contrast to her awareness that her family, and people from her 
culture, are essentially absent in the museum space. Given the experiences that Alicia 
has had as a person of color constructing her professional identity in museum spaces 
that are filled with white people, seeing a “familiar face” is especially meaningful. 
Furthermore, having someone with whom she can “navigate” the field, “someone else 
that’s a part of [her] culture” who has also crossed the divide to build a successful career 
in the arts sector, makes this experience all the more crucial for Alicia.  
To sum up, Alicia brought her family with her to the museum profession, with a 
strong sense of identity not only tied to her Asian American race and culture, but also to 
her family and the ways they felt museums were not for them. While she did not directly 
experience feeling unwelcome by specific people, she saw the museum space through 
her family’s eyes, and the lack of representation she felt in the space—that she did not 
see people who looked like her—made it feel unwelcoming to her. In her individual 
response to this environment, she envisioned a more accessible reality; one where 
museums would feel welcoming to people who feel they do not belong in them. 
Furthermore, she enacted self-agency in her teaching practice, actively participating in 
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her environment (Bandura, 2006) to shift the conversation, talking with visitors about 
understanding and respecting the cultures from which the artworks come. A crucial 
moment, though, came when she encountered a family friend at work; a “familiar face” 
and someone with whom she could navigate her way, which meant she did not have to 
go it alone. 
Julie: “I have no idea what you do at the museum.” 
For Julie, as for Lena, it is in the process of navigating her place as an educator 
within her institution that she feels largely unseen. On two separate occasions, executive 
staff members at her museum said to her, “I really don't know what you do here at the 
museum. I don't think I even have an understanding of what your department does” and 
“I see you working. But, I don't know what your work is.” The profound message 
communicated between the lines of these statements is, “We see you working, but we 
do not care enough about the kind of work you do to find out what it is .”  
As Julie shared details about the arrangement of offices in her museum, 
describing that the desks of staff members from various departments are all situated in 
the same space, she explicitly referenced not being seen: 
I sit across from the curator of special projects. We face each other, so the 
museum director is constantly talking over my head to her, and the director never 
acknowledges me, ever. She walks by me every day. I've literally been in the hallway 
with her where she averted her eyes. And that affects the work environment. It’s this idea 
that, "We're too important to understand what you're doing because we feel like we're up 
here and you're down here. And you should be happy that you're taking on this work 
because it's a good experience for you."  
Julie perceived that her museum’s leadership expected feelings of gratitude from their 
education staff members, yet couldn’t be bothered or felt the need to avoid looking 
directly at her. Where Julie is also dealing with a non-living wage and ill-suited title, here 
she names an equally important issue at play. While salary and position title are tangible 
(salary) and public (title) ways for museum leadership to show respect for their staff 
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members’ work, the way those leaders treat Julie on a day-to-day basis also 
communicates a great deal. Julie is equally discouraged by the lack of 
acknowledgement and even general social niceties, and her feelings of being 
persistently ignored were wearing on her. As Julie put it: 
 It’s not hard to say “hi.” It's not hard to say, “How are you? What's going on?” Just 
very blanket statements that you would say to anyone. We're not getting that empathetic 
connection on many levels. So, it's difficult to work with. 
This stood in comparison with her later comments about how those same leaders 
are also not connected to outward-facing museum activities: 
And these people will not step foot in a museum. They never come out into the 
front, and they don’t see anything that's going on. They don't even particularly like art. 
There’s a real disconnect between them and the work that's actually happening in the 
museum, who's visiting the museum, what our interactions are like, and what our 
programs are like. My goal is always to make sure that people feel welcome, that they 
feel like they are invited to share their ideas and they are respected. But they [the 
museum leaders] just know about it on a piece of paper, and that gives them that sort of 
excuse to dismiss you, because they only have a very superficial understanding of what 
you do. And keeping it that way sort of keeps you down. Because they don't have that 
personal relationship or investment, and they're just kind of like, “Yeah, you're separate 
over here and we're not really touching it.” 
Here, Julie suggests that despite an attitude of higher status displayed by some staff 
members in her museum, and a corresponding perception on her part, saying that it “sort 
of keeps you down,” it is the leadership in the museum that is missing out, literally not 
seeing what is going on in the museum’s galleries. As described in chapter IV, Julie 
strongly identifies as an artist and art lover, and put into contrast with her comment about 
the museum leadership (“They don’t even particularly like art.”), Julie identifies herself 
with visitors who come to spend time with art, perhaps in ways that other museum staff 
members are not capable of. Here, Julie defines and elevates her professional identity 
as a museum educator (along with educators like her). She is someone who knows what 
is going on, who is in relationship with visitors and makes the museum a welcoming 
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space for them, and who deeply understands the museum’s interactions with them. By 
repositioning herself this way, Julie moves from perceiving herself as lesser than others 
in her museum environment, to presenting herself as uniquely connected to the real 
work of museums.  
"You have to stick up for yourself.” 
Julie’s confidence in the value of her work—as someone who knows “the work 
that's actually happening in the museum, who's visiting the museum, what our 
interactions are like, and what our programs are like”—became an important factor as 
she sought to carve out a place for herself in her museum. Julie reflected on the 
strengths she brought to her institution as a museum educator, in light of the challenges 
she faced, such as her low salary. In doing so, she prepared herself to take action, 
embodying Bandura’s (2018) concept of self-agency, to “address conflicts between 
alternative courses of action and competing values and favor one course over 
another” (p. 131). She subsequently lined up a meeting with her deputy director to 
discuss her situation. After the meeting, though, her boss suggested she was on her own 
in terms of brokering a higher salary:  
After that meeting with the deputy director, my supervisor basically said that I 
would need to negotiate for myself, saying something like, "I feel like it would be so 
much more meaningful for you to go in and stick up for yourself and for the work you do 
and talk to him directly.” So then it puts me in a position to be overwhelmed and have to 
negotiate alone. So now I'm just feeling overwhelmed. 
However, rather than be defeated, Julie came up with a plan, proactively seeking 
out advice from colleagues at her museum to prepare herself for additional meetings 
about her salary: 
 I did gauge it with a few of my colleagues, because this is an ongoing problem 
here. My desk mate, who is a curatorial associate, well, he's leaving for that exact same 
reason, the low pay. But I talked with him about this meeting. And he was pretty much 
laying it out for me, saying, "You have to stick up for yourself and you have to say 
something because they're not just gonna give it to you. You have to really tell them 
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where you're at." So I was like, "All right, fair enough." Then another colleague of mine, 
who has been here for about a year, she gave me some more advice. She suggested 
talking points to really sort of make it concrete and not just "I want it, because, of course 
I deserve it" but also talking about the more comparable rates as well, in other 
museums. 
Julie drew on the support and advice of her peers in anticipation of the next meeting with 
the deputy director. She then acted—meeting again, on her own, with the deputy director
—based on the belief that she could make her situation better (Bandura, 2018). And why 
was Julie investing so much to make her job financially viable? Because she cared 
about her work. She described museums as “magical places.” She seemed concerned 
that I might walk away from our interviews thinking that she did not want her job, and 
several times, made a point of describing the various things she loved about her work. 
It is really gratifying work, and actually, a real privilege. This is where I sort of feel 
bad that I feel bad about my position right now, because so few people get to do this for 
their job. It goes back to the job you want. So it's a real privilege to be able to do this, 
because I love to be with people. I love making art with people. I love to talk with people 
about art, and that's my favorite thing. So it's thinking of what I really want and what 
makes me happy. Knowing your passion and letting your passion drive you. I think what 
makes educators different from one another is the way they can weave together content 
and the way they can create an experience for their audiences. It's super different for 
every single person. And it’s okay to try new things. You can always learn. I'm always 
learning.  
Julie sees her work as a privilege, and her inspiration for making positive change 
in her situation—and forging a path for herself—is based on a genuine love for her work. 
She cited specifically the merging of her passion and the freedom she felt to determine 
how she teaches (a freedom she believes exists for other museum educators as well), 
resulting in unique experiences for museum visitors. Furthermore, she embraced the 
ongoing learning process, saying “You can always learn. I’m always learning,” which is a 
character trait that museums rely on in their visitors.  Unable to depend on her 4
 In this way, Julie again aligns herself with museum visitors.4
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supervisor to advocate for her work, Julie ultimately engaged with a challenging situation 
and chose to see it as an opportunity to learn and grow, strengthening her resolve and 
fueling her sense of agency with her love for the work, or as she said, “letting your 
passion drive you.”    
Throughout my interviews with Julie, I sensed that she was especially committed 
to the museum education profession, despite the challenges she faced. In her two years 
in the field, she had advanced to a coordinator position, overseeing other educators and 
designing, implementing, and evaluating programs across the education department. 
She seemed to process her professional experiences not only as a part of the ongoing 
process of becoming, but specifically, of becoming an art museum educator. This 
commitment to her career choice was illustrated in how she responded to a question I 
asked during our last interview, “What would you tell your earlier self?”: 
I would tell my earlier self, who was probably in a better position than I am now, 
that it's just a point in time. That you're not married to one place for the rest of your life. 
And if you're going through something, or if you feel stuck, that's okay, because it could 
always change. So I think that I was happier when I first started with all of this, but it's 
like, what's to come ahead? I always have this conversation with myself that my passion 
and my own personal motivation has given me successes in this current job. And I keep 
motivating myself, because I love what I'm doing. Sometimes it's hard to be the only 
person holding yourself accountable in order to grow, but it doesn't mean I can't grow 
beyond here. So, I think that's something that I have been telling myself more frequently, 
because I feel like I'm in transition without actually transitioning.  
Julie’s reflection anticipated that her current situation would only be temporary, or as she 
said, “just a point in time” which Giddens (1991) might describe as a “crisis phase” that 
can be confronted and resolved “at least where an individual's reflexive awareness is 
highly developed” (p. 148).  As demonstrative of such a highly developed reflexive 5
awareness, Julie mentions an ongoing inner-dialogue she has—one that now takes an 
 Dewey (1910) suggested something similar when he claimed that reflective thinking occurs 5
when there is a “state of perplexity, hesitation, doubt” and “an act of search or investigation 
directed toward bringing to light further facts which serve to corroborate or to nullify the suggested 
belief” (p. 9).
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external form in her conversations with me—in which she reminds herself that she, 
through her passion and “personal motivation,” has been the primary driver of her 
success. It is by drawing on her love of the work, and her own determination and 
resulting actions to make it feasible, that she will weather this storm.  
To recap, Julie’s investment in and dedication to her career in the museum 
education field, as well as her love of art and working with visitors, shaped wayfinding for 
her. Julie experienced the museum environment as unwelcoming, due to low pay and 
personal disregard from museum colleagues. As a white woman, Julie’s sense of feeling 
unseen solely rested in her status as an educator within her museum’s hierarchy. She 
did not have the additional burden of wondering whether the reason for her co-workers 
disregard was based on anything else.  
The tension created by a misalignment between Julie’s personal quest for 
meaning and satisfaction in her work and the external environment that stood in her way 
forced her to explicitly examine her value and identity as a museum educator (Rounds, 
2006). She considered her options and determined that she would have to advocate for 
herself in seeking a title change and pay raise. To fuel this action (Bandura, 2006), she 
had to be self-reliant, drawing on her robust sense of self as an artist, art lover, and 
museum educator (Giddens, 1991). Ultimately, her dogged pursuit was driven by her 
commitment to the art museum education profession. 
            Lena, Alicia, and Julie’s experiences of museums as unwelcoming spaces, and 
their concern as educators for visitors entering these spaces, reminded me of my own 
preconceived notions about museums not being welcoming spaces. I alluded to this in 
an entry in my post-reflexion journal, which I wrote before I began interviewing the 
educators:  
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In the following narrative, Nicole shares an experience that made her feel 
unwelcome in the museum space, and like Julie and Lena, her sense of being 
unwelcome came from her perception that other people working in the museum did not 
value her. A notable difference, though, was that Nicole felt unwelcome, and unseen, not 
by the leadership or by staff members from other departments, but by the educators in 
her department:  
Nicole: “Do I even really exist here?” 
After Nicole completed the paid yearlong internship in museum education, she 
began working in the education department at another art museum, where she had 
applied for a full-time educator position but was offered a temporary position instead: 
So the first two days of my work as a temp contractor, the person before me was 
giving me a run through of all the things I had to do before she left. And it was like 
literally her talking for seven hours straight because there's just like so many things that 
had to be done. And so I also asked this person who was passing her job to me, I was 
like, "Oh, so can I ask what you're doing next after this?" And she's like, "Oh, I'm going to 
be unemployed, just looking for a new job." And I was like okay, what have I gotten 
myself into? If the person before me, I'm assuming hated her job so much that she's 
willing to quit and be unemployed? She didn't even have another job lined up after this. 
And the people there, they were nice, but they weren't friendly to me. Except for 
one person, she was the only person who would actually say hi to me, or talk to me. 
Everyone else in the education department wouldn't really acknowledge me. And they 
 I still believe passionately that museum educators make museums matter, to 
quote Stephen Weil (2002). And without us, museums would still exclusively be known 
as elitist ivory towers—a reputation they are working so hard to shake in this day and 
age. And even in this statement, I recognize the contradiction—that museum 
leadership(most often NOT made up of educators) are the ones directing museums to 
make themselves more accessible. So it’s not only educators who are thinking about 
what the visiting public gets out of their visits. It’s everyone working in museums, and 
it’s presumptuous for me to think that educators are the only advocates for visitors. 
And yet, we are skilled at connecting with them—that’s what we’ve studied, and that’s 
the experience we have day-in and day-out. Face-to-face contact with the people and 
the art EVERYDAY. (May 28, 2018)
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had their weekly department meetings in the common area, and I wasn’t invited to these 
meetings. So I'm just sitting on the other side of this partition, on my computer by myself. 
And they’d say, “Oh, I'm sure you have other things to do, this isn't relevant to you at all. 
It'll just be a waste of time.” But there isn't really much that I was doing in the first place. 
Some days I'd have tons of work, and some days I wouldn't have any work at all. And so 
they're like, “Oh yeah, these education department meetings have no relevance to you.” 
Yeah, but it kind of felt like they were excluding me intentionally. Sometimes they 
wouldn’t loop me in on emails, or really tell me what was going on. That was a really low 
point for me. 
Nicole was told by the other educators that it would be a waste of her time to be included 
in education meetings. And yet, she could overhear all of the contents of the meeting 
anyway, given that her desk was situated just on the other side of a partition; a physical 
barrier that meant Nicole was literally unseen by her colleagues in the department.  
 While Nicole did not tie the cause for this marginalization to her race or ethnicity, 
in a separate experience she had while she was in the temporary position, she 
described a challenge she did perceive as connected to her identity as an Asian 
American:  
“Why would she hire him?” 
A week after I started in the temporary job, I found out that they gave the full-time 
educator position I interviewed for to an associate on the education team. She was 
transferring to the educator role and I'm like okay, I get it. She's worked here longer so it 
makes sense that she got the educator job. And so they found a replacement for her 
previous position, and they hired this really incompetent white guy who has no museum 
education background. He studied art history in undergrad four years ago or something, 
but he comes from restaurant management, or like, hospitality management experience.  
So one evening, we were helping out with check-in for an event. It's just the two 
of us, and we were chatting, getting to know each other since we're both new to the 
team. And so I was like, "Oh, how did you find this job? How did you get hired?" And he 
said "Oh, I was working at a pizza restaurant I managed. And I was chatting with the 
director of education who was dining there." And so they were just chatting and I guess 
he told her he was looking for a change in career or something, like looking to switch his 
career. And she was like, “Oh, we're always looking to expand our education team, you 
!134
should apply.” And that's how he got hired. He got hired a week after me and I asked 
him, when were you interviewed? He was like, “Oh, the interview process was so long-
winded, I got interviewed back in August” which was when I got interviewed.  
So why did I get this crappy temporary contractor position and he gets the full-
time deal? He has no museum experience. Or even experience working with kids. And I 
overheard him and the associate who was transitioning to the educator position. The two 
of them were having a meeting to discuss what activity to do for some children's event or 
program. And they were brainstorming different activity ideas and he was struggling so 
much. I mean, he was a really friendly outgoing person, but he was also like, a really 
fratty kind of white guy. Like, he would call everyone dude, and yo and like, “What's up?” 
And I'm like, why did the Director of Education hire him over me? She's a person of 
color, so I'm like, where is the solidarity? I know that the whole department is all women. 
So I'm thinking, is adding a white man diversifying your team or something? Just 
because you don't have a white man on your team doesn't mean hiring him would make 
your team more diverse.  
Here, Nicole reaches out in an effort to get to know another new member of the 
education team—a noticeable effort given that the rest of the education staff does not 
seem to be extending her the same courtesy—and she comes to find out that a white 
man with no museum education experience has been given the job she interviewed for. 
Nicole’s discovery of this connection between her and the new educator seems to rub 
salt into the wound, making Nicole feel all the more unwelcome at the museum. Given 
that the education director is a person of color, Nicole’s disappointment is that much 
more severe, as she expected “solidarity” and instead, finds herself trying to come up 
with an excuse that makes any sense, asking “Is adding a white man diversifying your 
team?”   
Rather than be resigned in her temporary position, Nicole intentionally enacted 
agency to improve her situation (Bandura, 2006), applying for full-time educator 
positions elsewhere. Just a few months after taking the temporary position, she secured 
a full-time education job at another museum. Yet even then, the rest of the education 
department couldn’t be bothered to know her name when reacting to her upcoming 
departure:  
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Also, one thing that kinda ticked me off a little was, once everyone knew that I 
was leaving, they were like, “Oh, we have to hire a new Sophia, the new Sophia” and 
“We’re going to need this for the new Sophia.” Sophia was the person before me. It’s 
like, hello, I have a name, too.  
Nicole’s experience represents a provocation (Vagle, 2018), where something related to 
wayfinding was activated in an unexpected way. Nicole felt unwelcome, unknown, and 
unseen not by the leaders or other department members in her museum, but by the 
educators with whom she was directly working. And while this experience was isolated—
it is not one mentioned in the literature, nor found elsewhere among my research 
materials—importantly, it broke up and broke through my otherwise binary thinking on 
the topic of who makes museums welcoming or unwelcoming,  as I described in the 6
previous post-reflexion excerpt, as well as in the following two entries written prior to 
beginning my interviews with the educators: 
 Vagle (2018) suggests that one way for post-intentional researchers to distinguish lines of flight 6
as opportunities for further exploration and analysis is to ask oneself, “Where might I have 
retreated to either/or thinking?” Thus, the question finds an answer in Nicole’s narrative, and 
influences my own wayfinding, and my reflection on wayfinding for these novice art museum 
educators, through the process of analysis.
            When I started my doctoral work, I was angry at the field, at its leaders 
specifically, for not setting us educators up for success. The questions I had were BIG 
questions about the field; how institutions functions, how systems did or did not work in 
the favor of museum educators entering the field, etc. As a middle manager in an 
institution that was in the midst of growing pains, I did not feel the sense of agency I 
wanted to feel, nor the confidence that the leadership understood our work, and I didn’t 
know what I could really do about it. (May 20, 2018) 
            As I think more about why this topic is important, and where it is rooted in my 
own identity and experiences as an art museum educator: I did not feel particularly 
respected in the work I did, at least by other museum staff members outside of 
education. But I knew that the work I was doing was important—I was the person who 
made sure that the visiting public actually got something out of their visit. This felt 
profoundly important and useful to me. And it’s what has kept me working at it, and 
learning about it, through to today. (May 28, 2018) 
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And while Nicole did not mention the unexpected source for her feelings of exclusion, as 
a researcher, I was surprised. I recognized the assumption I’d previously made about 
museum educators—that they make museums welcoming spaces. In Nicole’s case, 
educators distinctly did not make the space welcoming to her.  
For Nicole, wayfinding was complicated through her experience in this temporary 
position in other ways. As a result of her treatment, she became uncertain about her 
path forward in the profession, as her sense of self was caught up in what Rounds 
(2006) described as a “tension between the self-conscious mind that seeks the meaning 
of one’s life” and the need to participate in her environment “in order to be able to live at 
all” (p. 137) For Nicole, this tension was created by her inability to participate in the 
environment where she found herself. In the process of seeking meaning for her life in 
an inhospitable space, Nicole found herself unsatisfied in her work as an art museum 
educator, which she reflected on during our last interview, a few months after starting her 
new full-time job: 
That [the temporary position] was a really low point for me. I really hated the work 
I was doing. It was so pointless, and I was forced to do these really menial tasks. And I 
was like, "Oh, my God, is this the work that I'm just going to be stuck with forever, 
because I can't find anything else?”  
 But in the end, I don't regret accepting that offer, because I learned so much from 
it. Learning doesn't have to be only positive experiences. And that experience proved to 
be valuable for me in the long run. First, in helping me know what I don't like to do. And 
second, because of that project, I became really familiar with the content that I work with 
a lot in my new job. So there was actually a lot of overlap. 
Looking back across her experiences, and now confidently situated in her new full-time 
job, Nicole saw that having had her sense of self challenged—by doing work that did not 
align with her prior notions of what art educators do, for instance—ultimately benefited 
her on several levels. She learned about herself, and what she does and does not like in 
museum work, as well as content knowledge she used in her next position. Furthermore, 
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upon starting her full-time job, Nicole’s prior experience served as a powerful 
comparison for what she was experiencing now: 
The director of where I am now, he's really friendly. When I first started, I was in 
the kitchen trying to get coffee, he was getting something else, and then we introduced 
ourselves. He talked to me and welcomed me to the organization. He was like, “Oh, I'm 
sorry that I didn't introduce myself earlier.” So that was nice. He was trying to get to 
know me. Like, “How is the new job for you? How are you liking it?” I was telling him 
about my experience and he said, “Oh, that's so wonderful to hear. My office is like over 
here. Feel free to stop by and say hi” or whatever. 
I feel like that would never happen in other museums where I’ve worked. In one 
case, the only time I ever interacted with the director was during a presentation in the 
boardroom. And she said really nice things to me, but of course it was like a totally 
different setting and context. My new museum is smaller. Everyone knows each other or 
will say hi, at least.  
In her new work environment, Nicole feels seen. Engaging in an impromptu, yet intimate 
conversation with a co-worker in the staff kitchen anticipates a very different dynamic; 
one where another staff member—the museum’s director, no less—wants to see, hear, 
and know Nicole. Furthermore, she is back in a position where her primary 
responsibilities are working with kids through gallery teaching and artmaking:   
I'm just really happy that I could still continue what I am really interested in, which 
is working with kids through art, and able to make a living doing that. So I'm really proud 
of where I am. 
 Nicole’s temporary work experience in a particularly unwelcoming space 
resonated with some of what Lena, Alicia, and Julie experienced, in that she struggled to 
find a place for herself in the museum, and consequently, her sense of self was 
challenged (Rounds, 2006). For Nicole, the other educators in her department ignored 
her presence, and she quickly came to prioritize getting out of this unwelcoming 
environment. She enacted agency to change her circumstances (Bandura, 2006) by 
looking for a new job.  
Her efforts to find her way to a more desirable situation seemed to strengthen her 
sense of self as a museum educator. By applying exclusively for educator positions in 
!138
other museums, she never doubted her commitment to the field—even as she 
expressed displeasure with the kind of work she had been doing in her temporary 
position. This commitment fueled her self-agency, as if she needed to prove to herself 
that the challenges she faced were exclusively caused by the environment, and not by a 
mismatch of career choice. Ultimately, she was rewarded with a full-time educator 
position in a museum that seems to value her, doing the kind of work she loves.   
Where the previous narratives in this chapter have highlighted instances when 
the educators worked to find their way in the context of external environments that were 
unwelcoming to them, for a variety of reasons, the following narrative around Hannah’s 
exploration of her professional identity highlights a different thread of possibility, where 
her sense of self was challenged in the context of a supportive environment. 
Hannah: “Oh, but this isn’t your career.” 
Hannah, who joined the field as a musician looking for a decent day job, 
experienced an important moment of self-reflection during an interaction with her 
supervisor. Specifically, she reminded her supervisor that she would be away for an 
upcoming music tour, and her supervisor replied, “the museum’s never gonna stand in 
the way of your career”: 
That was kind of a complicated thing to be told, because I was like, "Well, I really 
love this job and I really wanna come home to a job if I do this tour." And he was like, 
"We'll make it work." But it was...I just wrote [in my journal] about how it felt good to have 
a position where I could do some sort of professional development while also pursuing 
my artistic work. But it felt kinda funny to be told, like, "Oh, but this isn't your career.” 
I was especially interested in revisiting this narrative with Hannah, because it 
seemed to represent a crisis of identity for her. It was almost as if her supervisor had 
called her bluff, but she hadn’t realized she was bluffing. When I asked her about this 
experience during our final interview together, she commented, “I don't know if my boss 
even knew I wanted to do more at the museum.” The moment of realizing that she felt 
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seen in one way by her boss, but unseen in another way, was, necessarily, the very 
moment in which her ambivalence was revealed to her. 
I told her that when she first shared the story with me, she seemed a little 
puzzled by her response to what seemed like a generous offer. She thought for a 
moment, then said: 
Maybe it made me realize that I did want to do more. Or that I wanted to at least 
try. And then this new position at my museum just like sort of fell in my lap. 
In contrast to the other educators, who engaged in identity work based on a tension 
between self and an unwelcoming or unsupportive environment, Hannah found herself 
challenged by a supportive environment. She, too, used the opportunity to reflect and 
seek meaning in her life while participating in her environment (Rounds, 2006); for 
Hannah, that meant taking on a greater role in her museum. Since we had last talked 
four months earlier, she accepted a new full-time position at the museum, making more 
money, though still without health insurance. She was now working behind the scenes, 
organizing a large-scale project for the museum, and she found herself developing a 
new set of skills with the support of her new supervisor. As she continued to find her 
way, the manner in which she talked about her musician identity and her blossoming 
museum educator identity changed. She now talked about integrating them: 
In a meeting with my boss, she was talking about accessibility work, and training 
they wanna do with me. She said to me, “I just think this connects so well with your 
personal values and lifestyle. You're playing so many shows and really involved in the 
performance world, and that world desperately needs resources in accessibility.” And it's 
so true and it really felt like some dots were connecting for me. That I can take this 
knowledge and connect it to the creative work I've been doing on my own. I don't know, it 
just feels more and more like I can do both things. I'm still figuring out the balance, I 
think, but I still don't feel like I had to choose this job over music. 
As Hannah made the choice to commit more time and energy to her museum work, she 
engaged with her situation and “reflexively understood” it as part of her ongoing 
biography, as Giddens (1991) might say (p. 53). By examining her feelings about her 
!140
music practice and her museum education practice—”It just feels more and more like I 
can do both things”—Hannah can better see how those feelings influence her actions, 
allowing her to “achieve much greater mastery over the social relations and social 
contexts reflexively incorporated into the forging of self-identity than was previously 
possible” (Giddens, 1991, p. 149). As she went on to describe her new position, she 
spoke like someone who considers herself a museum professional, and even feels a 
sense of belonging within a museum community: 
I find myself spending more time thinking about work outside of work than I 
thought I wanted to. But I feel I'm seeing long term benefits from taking this time to 
prioritize that. I think just becoming more familiar with the way things work there, and 
what my expectations are, and what my goals are. And this is a really creative problem 
solving role, and I do feel really challenged by it. And I really like the people I'm working 
with. It is so friendly and art-centered and making centered. I love that; it seems really 
family and community driven, and had at least made, like, these strong attempts at being 
a truly inclusive space. It feels like a good setting for me. 
Hannah was initially attracted to the field, because her entry position was flexible 
enough to allow her time off to tour as a musician, and because she thought of it as filled 
with creative, “weird” people like her. Furthermore, because Hannah is white, she did not 
anticipate feeling unwelcome based on her race or ethnicity. Luckily for Hannah, in her 
first museum position, she found herself in a supportive environment; one that wanted to 
accept her for who she was, as a creative person. Eventually, as she found her way, she 
began appreciating what it meant to be settled in one place, positively impacting kids, 
and feeling respected by her supervisors. Now, she has progressed to a place where 
museum education appears to be more of a career than a “day job;” something she 
could not have predicted when she began. At the end of our last interview, six months 
after our first interview, I asked her what she would tell her earlier self:   
Stick with it. Hang in there. I mean, I have only really been at my museum for one 
full year now. And I feel like from the outside looking in, people might be like, “Oh you're 
making really fast progress there, or moving up quickly, getting more and more 
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responsibilities and making more money and spending more time there.” But for me, it’s 
felt like such a slow, confusing time.  
But I’d tell my earlier self to stick with it, because there will be benefits to 
spending time with this space. It will become more meaningful to you as you spend more 
time there. 
Hannah strongly identified as a musician as she entered the museum profession. 
She was looking for a day job in a non-profit, and she felt that the museum would 
embrace her sense of self. Unlike the other educators in the study, Hannah found her 
museum to be a welcoming space, with a supervisor who generously offered time off 
when she needed to tour. This supportive gesture caused an identity crisis for Hannah, 
forcing her to reassess her perception of museum work as merely a day job. As she 
made her way, she constructed an identity for herself as a museum educator alongside 
her musician one, in response to the professional opportunities that came her way. 
Hannah’s shift from a musician who worked at a museum during the day, to someone 
that bridged the worlds of music and museum education, owning her place in both, 
illustrates an important intersection between self and environment: Hannah enacted 
agency by embracing a full-time opportunity and actively working through her feelings 
about balancing her music practice with her newfound museum education practice. This 




The Relational Self  
 Following the previous exploration of wayfinding as it manifested for the five 
novice art museum educators through identity work and agency, I will now turn toward 
the topic of connections with other people as it illuminates the phenomenon of 
wayfinding for the educators in the study. I continue to explore the analytical questions of 
whether novice art museum educators find welcoming spaces in museums, and in what 
ways, and how, if at all, they enacted agency to response to these spaces, but I will 
focus on the ways that their acts of self-agency were embedded in social interactions 
(Bandura, 2006). The additional analytical question guiding this chapter is: How did 
novice museum educators draw upon relationships with other people as they found their 
way? I will utilize concepts associated with relational autonomy, described by Mackenzie 
and Stoljar (2000) as “relational approaches...to analyze the implications of the 
intersubjective and social dimensions of selfhood and identity” (p. 4). By foregrounding 
the “intersubjective and social dimensions of selfhood and identity,” both relationships 
and social identities/social identity markers will be explored as they relate to identity 
work (as described in the previous chapter), as well as the enactment of self-agency 
more explicitly tied to social interactions (Bandura, 2006), in order to further open up 
wayfinding for the novice art museum educators in my study. While the bulk of the 
chapter will continue to focus on the educators’ lived experiences in the field, this 
chapter will finish with a different focus: the emergence of community during the study’s 
focus group meeting.   
 To reiterate, the following analytical questions will be addressed in this chapter: 
 1. How welcoming did the novice museum educators find the spaces they joined,  
 and in what ways? 
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 2. How, if at all, did they enact agency through social interactions to respond to  
 these spaces? 
 3. How did the novice museum educators draw upon relationships with other  
 people as they navigated these spaces? 
Nicole: “I had actually met her once at a museum.” 
In many of Nicole’s stories, she emphasized the connections she sought to make 
with other people in helping her attain her professional goals. In the following narrative, 
as she described her journey to the field, she highlighted the role of networking, and of 
making a connection that served as a kind of signpost for finding her way in the museum 
profession: 
I love going to art museums. Whenever I travel, I always go to art museums first 
and I also volunteered at a nearby university museum, during my junior and senior year 
of college, doing mostly public program stuff. I've always been interested in art 
museums. 
During my senior year in college, I was trying to do networking and stuff and 
reaching out to alums mostly or people I found on LinkedIn who had career paths that I 
was interested in pursuing or had career trajectories that I wanted to follow. And at first, 
I was like "Oh, curatorial sounds cool." But I think it was a bit too academic for me. I like 
teaching. I like teaching art.  
Then, I read a report from the Whitney about their art education programs, and 
they gave all these stats about their teen programs and school programs from the 
education department. I was already interested in museum education. And then I was 
reading this report and one of the teens who participated in their program several years 
ago—they quoted her on something. I don't remember exactly what, but I just randomly 
Googled her to see where she was now, and she was a master's student at my school. 
So I found her email, and I reached out to her. We grabbed coffee and I was asking her, 
"Oh, do you know any—what are some good programs to get your foot in the door to 
museum ed after college?" And she recommended the internship program. And so I 
went to the website, but the application period wasn't open yet. But then a couple 
weeks later, I got an email from my university’s career center saying that there was this 
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program, and “based on your profile, we think you'd be interested or you might be a 
good fit.” And so that's how I applied.

Across the telling of her stories, I saw the production of wayfinding for Nicole as an 
astute awareness of and appreciation for social interactions. While Nicole enacted 
agency to proactively direct her life circumstances (Bandura, 2006), she often did so by 
forming and activating her connections with another person (Mackenzie & Stoljar, 2000). 
As she reviewed other people’s career paths, she visualized herself as a museum 
educator and began “to shape and regulate the present to realize [her] desired future” as 
Bandura (2018) would say (p. 131). She looked for potential contacts in the field, and 
upon finding a possible link, she reached out to them. In the previous narrative, Nicole 
found someone outside her immediate network to help her make the leap between her 
academic circle and a professional world; in effect, expanding her pool of resources 
markedly by reaching beyond people she already knew, creating what sociologist Mark 
Granovetter (1973) would call a weak tie. A weak tie is a single connection between one 
person in one community to another person in another community. Granovetter (1973) 
argued that it was a weak tie, not a strong one, that held the greatest potential for 
connecting individuals to work opportunities and expanded learning (as opposed to 
strong ties, or connections someone has with their family, close friends, or long-time co-
workers). By connecting to a different community altogether, Nicole accessed a different 
set of resources and thus, furthered her connections well beyond her intimate social 
circles. 
The fact that Nicole’s school subsequently shared information with her about the 
same internship program she learned about through her new contact reinforced her risk-
taking and affirmed her initial gut instinct to interface with someone outside her 
immediate social network.  
In the following narrative, Nicole’s gravitation toward social interactions and 
networking as ways to further develop her museum educator identity (Friedman, 2000), 
!145
and her wayfinding in the field, is again apparent. When her paid, year-long internship 
was coming to an end and she began searching for her next position, she again reached 
out beyond her immediate circle. This time, Nicole’s efforts resulted in a potential 
mentoring relationship:  
And there's another experience I had when I applied for a coordinator role, and I 
went on LinkedIn and I found that this other woman got the job. I had actually met her 
once at a museum careers panel event a few years ago. So I reached out to her on 
LinkedIn. I was like, “Oh, I don't think you remember me but we met a long time ago for 
this college career fair event thing. I'd love to connect with you and hear about your 
experiences at this new job that I applied for but didn't get.” I didn't mention that part, but 
that's kind of what I was trying to get at, how she got that job. And in looking into it, I 
realized that she has way more experience than I do. I thought, wow, I really am not 
qualified for these jobs that I thought I was qualified for!  
She actually got back to me and we had a phone call. She was so friendly and 
understanding. And she's a Black woman, so she said it's really important that you find 
people who will advocate and support you, especially women of color, because this field 
is dominated mostly by white people and white men. So it's important to find a 
community of people who will support you. And she was like, “I'm always here to talk.” 
So I was like, oh my god! I'm so glad I reached out to her. I learned a lot from her. 
And she’s worked at a ton of museums. She is way up in her field and career 
trajectory, but she was saying that she was really impressed with where I am. She was 
congratulating me on my new job, and I felt really good about it. Yeah, it was really 
affirming and good. 
This time, Nicole’s self-awareness of her abilities—”I really am not qualified for these 
jobs that I thought I was qualified for!”—prompted her to reach out to someone with 
whom she had only the slightest connection in order to learn from her experience, 
demonstrating a strong determination and willingness to take risks, in order to advance 
in the profession.  
The result was a supportive conversation between Nicole and a Black educator 
further along in her career and with whom Nicole shared overlapping social 
characteristics and concerns (Mackenzie & Stoljar, 2000). As she told Nicole, “It’s 
important to find a community of people who will support you,” and emphasized the point 
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by offering to be available to Nicole in the future: “I’m always here to talk.” In the space 
of one phone call, Nicole was once again affirmed in reaching out to someone she did 
not know before, and in the process, she found someone who, as Nicole put it, might 
“advocate and support” her as she made her way in the field. She even got a taste of the 
wisdom of someone who might become a mentor and ally for her in the future. 
 After Nicole joined the paid yearlong internship in museum education program, 
she was assigned a formal “mentor;” someone who also worked in the education 
department at her museum, whom she met with regularly:  
I think having a mentor for me was the most important thing, because, just 
personally, I like one-on-one interactions more. I'm not the most outspoken or the most 
vocal. And it's easier for me to have a mentor than just reaching out to any supervisor 
around you. But knowing that you have a mentor that you can reach out to any time was 
really comforting for me and that helped me a lot just going through life and work. And 
my mentor at the museum was really, really helpful in that way. And she always listened 
to me, always gave me really good advice, and I don't know what I would have done 
without her honestly.  
In summary, Nicole naturally gravitated to the museum education profession, 
already identifying as someone who was comfortable in museum spaces and passionate 
about teaching art to kids. In order to find her way to the field, she enacted agency by 
reaching out to people she did not previously know, but with whom she felt some 
connection. Her networking instincts paid off, giving her access to the insights of more 
experienced museum professionals, including a woman of color like her, who 
emphasized to Nicole the importance of having a community of support and mentors in a 
field dominated by white people. Mentoring became an important aspect of Nicole’s 
wayfinding, as she felt more comfortable talking about her work through regular social 
interactions with another person who was explicitly available to her for that purpose. In 
this way, the museum space felt more welcoming to Nicole, with a supportive structure in 
place to help her.  
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Alicia: “Why don't I email my contacts there?” 
While Nicole encountered new mentors in the early stages of wayfinding in the 
profession, Alicia reached out to a previous mentor as she worked to find her way into 
the museum education profession. At 23 years old, Alicia was the youngest educator in 
the study, and she was also the most recent of the educators to graduate from college. 
Mentors are ubiquitous in the university environment, with studies showing that 
professors are most likely to take on the role for students (June, 2018). For Alicia, a 
mentoring relationship that she formed with an admired professor lasted beyond her 
initial university experiences, and this relationship came to hold an important place in her 
process of wayfinding in the museum education profession. 
In the following narrative, Alicia described seeking out the guidance of her former 
professor, who knew that Alicia had an interest in both anthropology and performance, 
as she navigated the transition from academia to professional life: 
Then my junior year, I walked up to my dance teacher, my mentor, somebody I 
really admire. And I said, "Hey, I want an internship that combines anthropology and 
dance. What should I do?" And she said, "You know, I used to perform at this museum. 
Why don't I email my contacts there?" And so I got my internship there because of her, in 
public programs.  And for me, it was really exciting because that's exactly the 
combination of performance and programming and culturally-specific performance that I 
wanted.  
Alicia’s dance teacher, who knew Alicia well, functioned as a bridge-builder, connecting 
Alicia to her professional contacts at the museum. Alicia credits her teacher with directly 
paving the way for her entry into the profession, saying "I got my internship there 
because of her.”  
Alicia: “It's about how much experience you have.” 
Once on the job, Alicia became exposed to an entirely new set of mentoring 
possibilities, as she was now in relationship with people who were experienced in and 
intimately knowledgeable about the field. In the following narrative, Alicia—who 
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previously drew on her connection with a mentor to find her way to the profession—now 
sought advice from new mentors as she contemplated her options when her museum 
fellowship was coming to an end. Alicia was considering graduate school, and a 
conversation with two of her supervisors significantly impacted her thinking on the topic:  
Last week, I had a conversation with my two supervisors about my next steps 
and plans. Our conversation was really great, because I have been questioning whether 
or not I want to go to grad school. And it's still a question, because I'm not even certain 
what program I'd want to go to. It's also such an investment. I don't know if I want to take 
out more student loans. And they were very frank and they said "You don't need a 
master's degree to do this job. What's really important is that you have experience." 
They are both women of color who have master's degrees. And so one of them very 
much said, "If you're not 100% positive about going to grad school, then I say don't 
commit to it. Because it's not like getting an MBA, where you have a guarantee of a 
return on your investment. I mean, this is the art world. You're not so sure you're gonna 
get that guarantee and it's just more of a burden on the rest of your life to pay back debts 
if you have it." At the same time, they're like, "If you wanna go and you're really certain 
about it, then go." 
When I asked about how the topic came up in the meeting, Alicia said that she brought it 
up: 
Yeah, because it's something I've been considering. When I look at so many 
different job descriptions, most of the time they want you to have a bachelor's degree 
and a master's degree preferred or a master's student, a graduate student. So that 
makes me think as a young professional, I need to get my master's degree, otherwise 
I'm not gonna get a job. And something else that they told me in lieu of going to grad 
school, a lot of the fellowship apprentice programs where you get paid—a small amount, 
but you get paid—they are really good experience building opportunities. And so that's 
what I would say is the most important piece of advice that they gave me. That it's about 
how much experience you have. And I think I'm on the right path. I'm getting a lot of 
experience.  
In this story, Alicia indicated her desire to advance professionally. In looking for new 
opportunities, though, she noticed an emerging pattern in job listings—the expectation 
that applicants will have a graduate degree—and she believed she might be hindered 
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without one. Alicia could have been a “passive receptacle” and “conditioned by the 
forces of society;” instead, she “reflectively [engaged] with them to participate in shaping 
a life for herself” as Barclay (2000) would put it (p. 55). She pursued a conversation with 
two supervisors who were further along in their careers, trusting that they knew enough 
about her at this point in their working relationship to advise her accordingly. The fact 
that Alicia, an Asian American, noted that they were both women of color, suggested an 
additional, important group affiliation (Mackenzie & Stoljar, 2000). By consulting with 
these women, who both had master’s degrees, about whether or not she should pursue 
graduate school, Alicia was well aware of the unique wisdom they might share with her.  
To sum up, before entering the field, Alicia was primarily interested in combining 
her interests in anthropology and performance. She activated agency by seeking out the 
advice from a trusted mentor. The mentor explicitly connected her to the museum field, 
helping Alicia successfully navigate her way into the professional world.  
As Alicia continued to navigate her way in the museum education field, she 
encountered a potential obstacle—one that made the museum field feel that much more 
unwelcoming—in her discovery that most job openings required or preferred applicants 
with graduate degrees. Rather than accept this passively (Barclay, 2000), she sought out 
advice from people further along in their museum careers. This time, Alicia was able to 
draw on newfound mentoring relationships, which were fostered in part by their 
intersecting social identities (Mackenzie & Stoljar, 2000). Through her connection with 
them, and the specific advice they gave her, Alicia’s sense of self and pride in her 
accomplishments was strengthened, and her next steps better informed.  
Julie: “She was super amazing about trying to steer me in the right direction.” 
Julie, like Alicia, described seeking the advice of a former professor, whom she 
also called a mentor. Julie shared the following narrative with me as she recounted how 
she found her way to the art museum education profession. Several years out of 
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undergraduate school, she had decided that she wanted to go to graduate school, but 
she was unsure of what program made the most sense: 
I was initially looking at an art history graduate program, because I didn't really 
know. I wasn't really informed and that's something that I think that all undergrad 
programs should do a better job of, giving you a broader sense of jobs that are out there. 
So I was having my own internal conflict of, do I wanna continue on a graduate level with 
an education-directed degree, or do I want to continue with an art-directed degree? 
Because everyone says to get a teaching job, to make yourself more marketable, you 
should either have a special ed certification or a dual language/Spanish certification. So I 
was really having this sort of conversation with myself thinking, do I really want to 
specialize in that? What if that's the only part of teaching that I get to do?  
What I really did love was the art part. And I love working with people and talking 
to people and connecting with people. And maybe if art was involved, that could come 
with any type of job regardless. So I sort of came to my own conclusions about that, and 
then I was looking for what kind of jobs are there in the art field, even? I don't think I was 
really aware of that. 
I consulted with one of my former mentors from undergrad. I was talking to her 
and sort of showing my frustrations and sort of feeling stuck and where should I go? She 
was super amazing about trying to steer me in the right direction. She said, "Either way, 
you need a MA for teaching. You need it to keep your certification once you start 
teaching. Why don't you just get it now? And then if you wanna be a teacher, you could 
still do that. If not, you could set yourself up with another career." So we're Googling stuff 
and she said, "You're gonna call the admissions department of this school right now. And 
even though the opening has closed for applications, ask them if they have any space" 
and I was so scared to do that, but I did. And they said, "Yeah we could still accept an 
application." So I already took my GRE at this point, because I knew that I was gonna 
probably end up in grad school. And after talking with her and then learning that there 
was still space, I really drilled down and thought about my love and connection to art and 
how I wanted that to continue. I went home, and I typed up a whole letter and everything 
and sent it in. And I got accepted, which was amazing!  
Based on her description, Julie’s meeting with her mentor was critical, shifting her 
trajectory and pushing her to take risks she might not have otherwise, such as calling the 
admissions office even though the deadline had passed. And while Julie’s mentor did not 
connect Julie directly with someone at the college, she gave Julie the push she needed 
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to do it herself. Julie then enacted agency, developing what Friedman (2000) would 
characterize as “competency for autonomy through [the] social interaction” with her 
mentor (p. 40).  
Julie: “Having that really open, wonderful person to just express your concerns or 
fears or anything…” 
 After Julie completed her graduate degree, she began a short-term internship 
program at an encyclopedic museum in New York City. In the following narrative, Julie 
described a formalized mentoring experience she had as part of the internship: 
When I did the internship program, we were assigned someone from the 
education staff to be a mentor, and to talk through lesson plans with. And my mentor just 
had the best energy. So this was a few years back, and it was sort of a formative stage 
where I was really getting more comfortable with gallery teaching. I don't feel very 
supported in my role now, but I feel pretty comfortable in what I'm doing at this job at this 
institution, that I don't feel I need that support. But when I was doing the internship, it 
was really talking through different activities you could use, our engagement levels with 
students, brainstorming. It was just a really fruitful environment. Specifically, I would say 
when we had to teach in front of our fellow interns, and they would have to pretend 
they're kids and you would have to give a tour. And the feedback was constructive from 
them as well, but the education staff really helped steer opportunities for improvement or 
talked about your strengths.  
Also, before we were ready to do this, it started with a long training period, which 
included one-on-ones with our mentor. So I was in a one-on-one with my mentor. 
Actually, it was really funny because that turned into me having a quarter-life crisis and 
not even talking about what I was worried about with teaching, but just being like, 
“Where am I going from here?” And he was like, "OK, let's table the lesson plan, 
because this sounds more important.” So just having that sounding board and hearing 
about someone else's experience and having that really open, wonderful person to just 
express your concerns or fears or anything. That was so important.  
In Julie’s first professional museum work experience, having an officially-assigned 
mentor, and one who was “open” and “wonderful” with the “best energy,” as Julie put it, 
made for a supportive and welcoming space (along with a supportive peer space, as 
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Julie also alluded to, saying, “It was just a really fruitful environment.”). This was all the 
more impactful, because her mentor was accessible and able to talk with her about 
“concerns or fears or anything” as Julie said, working collaboratively with Julie to tackle 
challenges, whether those challenges were about specific work-related tasks or broader 
concerns about life.  
In summary, like Nicole and Alicia, Julie already had a strong sense of what she 
loved doing prior to entering the museum education field; she loved art and working with 
people. Yet, she was uncertain about what that really qualified her to do. Based on an 
influential meeting with a trusted mentor, Julie envisioned a future for herself (Bandura, 
2018), aligning her path with a desire to continue working with art. Furthermore, through 
this social interaction, Julie’s sense of agency was activated, and she took the steps to 
apply for and get into graduate school. After completing her degree and beginning a 
short-term internship that included a formally-assigned mentor, Julie made the most of 
this relationship as well, drawing on the insights of a mentor who was accessible and 
willing to help Julie navigate her way now that she was working as a museum educator, 
whether that meant discussing her gallery teaching practice or evolving her plans for the 
future.  
Lena: “Oh my God, you see me.” 
Lena, like Julie and Nicole, also had a mentor who was formally assigned to 
them as part of their paid internship program. Lena described the mentoring aspect of 
the program, and a particularly difficult situation they faced with the support of their 
mentor:  
All the interns have mentors, made up of some of the staff members—like, a 
colleague of the education department—and I'm so happy and really just have so much 
gratitude for my mentor, in her just being like, "This is messed up, this project has you 
stressed out." She was like, "Whatever you have done, you have done. At the end of the 
day, they're not paying you for the amount of stress and self-hatred that is happening 
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because you are not completing this project." And I'm just so happy she said that. I was 
like, "Oh my God, you see me. You see that this is messed up!”   
Being seen, and heard, by their mentor was clearly meaningful for Lena. Based on their 
description, in seeking out their mentor’s guidance about a professional situation, Lena 
drew support not only for their professional needs, but also for their psychosocial ones. 
Lena’s experience stood out, because other people did not often factor into Lena’s 
decision-making or even sense of self, at least in ways they felt compelled to share with 
me. Therefore, given the uniqueness of this story—both in how Lena seemed to rely on 
their mentor to help clarify their thinking and the emphasis Lena placed on how impactful 
this person was in processing a difficult work situation, saying, “I have so much gratitude 
for my mentor”—I asked Lena to tell me more about this relationship, and specifically, 
how trust was built between them. In Lena’s response, below, I heard their desire and 
willingness to “share ideas, aspirations, and beliefs in conversation with [their mentor]” 
which Barclay (2000) would suggest represents an interdependency that contributes to 
Lena’s “ongoing success as an autonomous agent” in their own life (p. 57): 
Yeah, it started from day one. Our first meeting together, she was like, "How do 
you want these meetings to go?" Well, this is how I want them to be. I was like, "I want 
them to be a general check in. Like, start with how are you? How was your last week? 
Let's talk about our own personal lives. And then also, and then thinking about work. I 
want this to be a really deep and fruitful relationship for both of us. And it's gonna be a 
two-way street." 
  She was like, "Okay, cool." She was like, "These are the things I don't like. She 
was like, I don't like starting meetings late. I need you to be on time." And I was like, "I 
will keep to that" and I was never late. And during my end-of-year review she was like, " 
I'm super thankful that you never showed up to a meeting late. Or that you were really 
good about rescheduling, and communicating when you needed to change something." I 
was just like, "Cool.” So I think it’s this kind of mutual respect, but also that we're here for 
each other.   
Where all of the educators shared ideas, aspirations, and beliefs with others, Lena’s 
social connection with their mentor was notable, because Lena believed it could be “a 
!154
two-way street,” as they said, suggesting that Lena believed in the interdependent 
capacity of the mentor-mentee connection as something that could mutually benefit them 
both. Likewise, the mentor's expectation—”don’t be late”—and Lena’s response—”I was 
never late”—alludes to another implicit belief: mutual respect. Lena also outlined the 
importance of clear expectations and a collaborative process of establishing goals for 
the mentoring relationship. They highlighted open communication as a goal, not limiting 
mentoring discussions to work-related topics but also including topics related to “our own 
personal lives.” As someone who so often presented themself as independent and 
autonomous (in the traditional sense, as acting alone), this opening up about the impact 
of another person on their life and in processing their situation drew together their 
working toward autonomy that acknowledged the importance of a social connection in 
their wayfinding. In Friedman’s (2000) terms, Lena was able to “appreciate in a new light 
the worth of [their] relationships or the people to whom [they are] socially attached” (p. 
43). Lena envisioned an interdependence in this connection, saying, “We’re here for 
each other.” 
Lena: “I have just felt her carry me with so much care.” 
As previously described, Lena experienced disappointment at feeling unwelcome 
by staff members from other departments at their museum—and this experience 
reinforced their impression that museums are not welcoming spaces for people like 
them. A story they told about one relationship within the education department, though—
which began in much the same way—demonstrated the potential for the quality of 
relationships in a person’s social network to change over time (Grunspan et al., 2014). In 
the following narrative, Lena described their first encounter with this person, who made 
Lena feel that they did not belong in the paid museum education internship program:  
I remember one of the people that interviewed me for this position, when I told 
her I was a singer and that was one of my primary art practices, she was like, “Oh, well, 
singing isn't really a traditional visual art form.” 
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I think ever since that moment, I felt like that person didn't want me in the 
position. She was like, “She has no experience in studio art.” So then it was suggested 
that I take a drawing class, to understand what a studio art class would be like. And I'm 
like, why aren't my experiences of learning art from my community leaders and elders 
enough?  
In this exchange, Lena felt the need to defend and justify their art practice, putting into 
contrast the notion that art museums, and those working in them, hold some authority 
greater than the “community leaders and elders” who taught Lena their art practice, 
saying “why aren’t my experiences of learning art [from them] enough?” However, Lena 
went on to describe a remarkable transformation in this relationship:  
But it turns out that that same person who was like, “Oh, that's not a traditional 
art form or studio art practice,” now that I’ve left there, I have just felt her carry me with 
so much care. She's even been like, “If you need money, let me know.” And for someone 
who I didn't think liked me to then be like, “Hey, if you're having financial difficulty, let me 
know and I could give you cash to go grocery shopping. And you can just pay me back 
whenever you can.” And that feels really good. It feels like, oh, this is like my family.  
And while, at the beginning, my non-traditional art practices were questioned, I 
feel like, now, they are valued at such a high level. The same person who during my 
interview was like, I don't know about your art practice, she really respects me as an 
artist now, and as a person, and takes care of me. 

Given that Lena was acutely aware of feeling excluded, this staff member’s changed 
behavior toward Lena was particularly notable, especially because Lena now described 
this person as “like my family.” Furthermore, Lena continues to develop this relationship, 
even now that they have left the museum, embodying a “continuous and 
multidimensional” relationship, as sociologist Bernd Wegener (1991) might describe it (p. 
63). As Lena said,” Now that I’ve left there, I have just felt her carry me with so much 
care.”  
In summary, from the outset of Lena’s entry into the museum education 
profession, they have demonstrated a strong sense of autonomy, in the conventional 
sense of the word, as individualistic and self-governing, largely acting alone. Yet, through 
!156
a mentoring relationship, Lena developed their relational abilities in a collaborative, 
mutually-respectful space. Another social connection, which began on a confrontational 
note, developed over time to hold a special place for Lena, beyond the confines of their 
working relationship. Even Lena saw the benefits of connections with other people, and 
these connections presumably made the museum space a more welcoming one for 
Lena. 
Throughout my time as a museum educator, I have explicitly sought out 
mentors, and as I reflect on my career thus far, I can think of countless people who 
have mentored me, about topics both personal and professional. Yet, when I wrote 
about mentoring in my post-reflexivity journal—just prior to beginning the first 
interviews with the educators—I wrote about my struggle to find mentors at the 
beginning of my career: 
            I did not find clear guideposts along the way. I did not find supportive mentors 
to help me understand next steps. I did not feel particularly respected in the work I did, 
at least by other museum staff members. But I knew that the work I was doing was 
important—I was the person who made sure that the visiting public actually got 
something out of their visit. This felt profoundly important and useful to me. And it’s 
what has kept me working at it, and learning about it, through to today. (Post-reflexion, 
5/28/18) 
            Interestingly, I continued to write in my post-reflexivity journal about mentoring 
throughout the summer of 2018, as I interviewed the educators for the second time 
and prepared for the focus group meeting in August. But rather than writing about my 
experiences looking for a mentor or being mentored, it came up for me because of my 
strong impulse to want to mentor these novice educators. I refrained from the inner 
urge to give them advice or otherwise take on a mentoring role with them during the 
study, but as I shared in the following reflection, I couldn’t help but be somewhat 
influenced by the impulse: 
            The mentor in me is really triggered when I hear about their troubles. It’s not 
that I want to jump in, necessarily, and give them advice. But I can hear in my follow-
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Lena: “Thank you for changing my life.” 
Now to consider the other side of the mentoring dynamic from the perspective of 
novice art museum educators. Even at this early stage in their careers, two of the 
educators talked about ways that they were impacting the next generation, embodying 
the role of mentor organically as they found their way in the field. Lena often talked 
about their work in this way, as illustrated in the following story they shared during our 
final interview. At this point in our research relationship, I found Lena to be particularly 
up questions during the interview that I am frustrated myself by some of the things they 
are struggling with. What I really want to ask is: Where are their supervisors? Where is 
some guidance from their managers? Or the institutions themselves? What were their 
bosses thinking, doing what they did? So much of that comes out of my own 
experience as a supervisor of novice educators, and probably realizing on some level 
that if someone were to have done interviews with my supervisees in the years that I 
was supervising museum educators, they would have said similar things and the 
interviewer might have wondered the same things I’m wondering. So, back to the 
research questions and the phenomena—way-finding. How are these experiences, 
both with good mentoring, and not-so-good-mentoring, helping or hindering their 
wayfinding? (June 25, 2018) 
In this pair of journal entries, it is clear that mentoring, and feeling as though I 
didn’t have strong mentors early in my career, is an important aspect of my own 
journey. In fact, it is not surprising that I have found myself in positions to hire and 
mentor new educators, perhaps to correct in my own small way the lack of guidance 
that I felt as a novice educator so many years ago—that I felt there few guideposts to 
help me along my way.  
In my study, I was surprised and heartened to see the same impulse in some of 
the educators, as well. Though they have only been working professionally in the field 
for a couple of years at most, they are already finding ways to support people who are 
coming up behind them. 
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reflective, as if taking stock of where they started and how far they’d come. I believe this 
was due both to the kinds of questions I asked during the final interview, but also 
because Lena had successfully completed the internship program. While they were then 
hired at the same museum as a part-time teaching artist, they were also considering 
what they might do next:  
When I was working during the summer, one of my students from an earlier class 
came by, I think, to talk to someone or something. As she was leaving, she was like, 
“Hey,” and I was like, oh, what's up? Take care, I know you're in college now. And she's 
like, “Thank you for everything.” And I was like, for what? And she was like, “For 
changing my life. Your class really impacted me.”  
And I was just like, damn. It makes me want to cry right now. I mean, I'm doing 
something. And that feels good, that feels really rewarding. I think that's actually what I 
want. I might not get paid a lot and I might not be working full-time for the museum, but 
during that time, it's my time with my students. And I honor that time. And I value that 
time so much. I think that they feel it. 
In the same interview, Lena went on to describe an experience they recently had 
with a new group of students, offering some indications of why the student they 
described in the previous narrative might have been so impacted by Lena as a teacher:  
The students this time are really shy. And I just let them rest in their shyness. I 
don't force them to talk. The theme of the class is how people in our family who have 
used needle and thread as their primary art practice have been, like, denigrated to the 
craft for “women's work.” But now we see it in museums and there's these men, these 
white men being presented. Like, look at this needlework, look at this embroidery. And 
how it's time to remember the stories of the people in our family and so, honestly, this 
class was in memory to my grandmother, for me.  
So there's three projects in the class, and all meant to be one final collage that 
we bring together. In a way we're talking or showing how our stories can be 
interconnected. So the first project of the class was thinking about a phrase or a word 
that you could reflect on based on your memory that makes you think about these 
people or that makes you think about yourself, right, and identity. And the second project 
was a place in nature that brings you power, that you feel comfortable in. And the third 
was installation. And the prompt that I gave them for this project was to think about 
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points in their lifetime or beyond their lifetime that they consider to be important or even 
stories that they consider to be important. 
And I told them that they don't have to share the stories. And I told them that 
because I feel like, as important as it is to vocally share stories, and as much as I think 
that memory is about a form of archive, I don't necessarily feel that. If you don't want to 
share them, you don't have to. And I think because I nurtured my students' silence by not 
forcing them to talk, I think is why they continue to come back. Because they were like, 
oh I could be quiet here and I'm not going to be pointed out for being quiet. I wanted 
them to also feel safe expressing whatever they wanted to express in these projects. 
Which then my supervisor was like, oh, you should have prompted conversations. And I 
was like, yeah, I try to. And we would talk for like five minutes, ten minutes and then they 
would fall back into their silence.  
A lot of my class is based on community building. And while they might not 
converse during class, I mean, right before my class, I always see them hanging out in 
the cafe together. So it's like community is being built regardless of whether vocal 
conversations have been going on. And every time someone who's not in the class 
comes into the studio, they're just enriched by the vibration that is happening within my 
class, because it's incredibly meditative. Yeah, we're cracking jokes and we'll be talking 
about school drama, or we'll be completely quiet. Everyone is kind of just entranced by 
their project. And I think that's so healthy.  
Lena’s reflections on their teaching experience, and as they put it, “nurturing” safe 
spaces for their students, gave the impression that Lena is responsive to their students. 
They are seeking a respectful relationship with their students and taking intentional steps 
to make this happen, even despite conflicting directions from their supervisor. Lena does 
not dismiss their supervisor’s recommendation, but they see worthwhile outcomes aside 
from traditional evaluative measures (such as whether the students talk when 
prompted), specifically in the community students are creating with one another outside 
of class. A positive connection with their students, and the community building that is 
taking place—as a manifestation of one of their primary goals for their museum work—
reaffirms Lena’s sense of identity and supports their wayfinding. Lena’s emphasis on 
empathic listening and responding to their students’ needs are hallmarks of good 
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mentoring (Ackley & Gall, 1992; Ehrich et al., 2004), as is Lena’s focus on building 
community (Pita et al., 2013). 
Nicole: “It made me feel really good.” 
Like Lena, Nicole also had a positive experience in the role of teacher-as-mentor. 
During her time in the paid, yearlong internship program at her previous museum, she 
oversaw a group of teenagers who worked as assistants in the art classes she taught:  
My supervisor said, “This is the most successful group of work study teens I've 
seen during my entire time at the museum.” I was like "Wow, I can work with teens." It 
made me feel really good. 
I had three high schoolers with me. Within the program, we have these high 
schooler students who help out with the classes. They are like assistant student 
instructors. And so, I was kind of mentoring them, and they were helping me with setting 
up, and cleaning up the classes, and also taking care of the students. Before I started 
teaching, I already had this feeling that I wanted to take care of my teens, and make 
sure that they do well, that they feel like they're making the most out of their time as an 
assistant. Because I know sometimes it feels like, "Why am I here, just cleaning up after 
an art class or handling kids?” 
My teen assistants showed up to everything 100% of the time. I don't think any 
other assistants had that kind of consistent attendance. So I was really proud of them. 
And when we had our last meeting, my teen assistants stayed behind. They wanted to 
talk to me more, and they were getting really sad that it was the last day. They just 
wanted to reflect on the experience. They said, "We're gonna miss you. We're gonna 
miss this so much." And all of them have decided that they wanted to sign-up again to be 
assistants, which was great. It's good to hear that they want to come back.  
We hung out last week, a couple days before the fellowship ended. I treated 
them to ice cream. I was like, "You guys were great and I'm so appreciative and thankful 
for everything you've done. I wanna treat you all to ice cream." I think this was a week 
before the internship officially ended, but after the art classes had ended. And it was 
really nice to see them again.  
Given that Nicole identified mentoring as crucially important to her own 
wayfinding, saying about one mentor, “I don't know what I would have done without her 
honestly,” it is all the more interesting to see that she is finding herself in a similar role 
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with her teen assistants. Though we cannot assume that her relationship with the teen 
assistants is their primary reason for wanting to return to work as assistants again, they 
explicitly said they would miss her. Furthermore, like Lena, Nicole has also gone beyond 
her job requirements; in her case, bringing the teen assistants back together for a 
reunion over ice cream. While neither Lena nor Nicole talked about themselves 
specifically as mentors, they are actively engaging in generativity, or pursuing activities 
with the sole purpose of contributing to future generations in the field (Hall, 2002).  
I do not know what Nicole and Lena’s students are now doing—how the 
relationships they developed with their students is “paying off” specifically—nor did this 
study include observations or interviews with those students, so I cannot verify what 
Lena and Nicole described. More to the point, though—and for the purposes of this 
study—from the perspectives of these two novice educators, their contribution of time, 
energy, and values not only functioned as an investment in their students, or future 
generations, through the extra effort they made to follow up with them and provide safe 
spaces for them, outside the expectations of their positions. Lena and Nicole also 
benefited, further defining themselves as museum educators; educators who are in 
relationship with other people—-in this case, their students—knowledgeable and 
capable of positively impacting the people under their influence.  
In summary, through their museum teaching practice, Lena and Nicole are 
evolving a new dimension of their professional identities, based on choices they are 
making in the tension between their own quest for meaning and the work they are being 
asked to do in their museums (Rounds, 2006). Both chose to experiment beyond what 
was expected of them—Lena, by protecting the safe, and quiet, space they created for 
their classroom community, and Nicole, by continuing to make herself available to her 
teen assistants. In these instances, their identities as museum educators are being 
constructed through, and guided by, relationships with other people (Mackenzie & 
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Stoljar, 2000). Both Lena and Nicole received positive feedback from their students as a 
result, which reinforced their choices and, as an extension, illuminated their wayfinding. 
Nicole: “I felt I had a lot to give back.” 
Contributing to the larger museum community in a different way, Nicole recently 
participated as a panelist for a public discussion on careers in the arts back at her 
university, in part to encourage the next generation of art educators to initiate 
relationships as they made their way in their future professions, just as she had done: 
Yeah, I actually went back to my alma mater a few weeks ago, because I was 
invited to speak on an alumni panel for the Students Association. And so it was, I think, 
six alumni. They were all really young alumni, too. It was everyone who graduated within 
two to three years except for two people. I felt I had a lot to give back, advice to give, in 
terms of networking, and getting your foot in the door of what career you wanna pursue.  
I said, if there's something you’re passionate about—for me, that was museum 
and education and art—find those people who are pursuing careers that you would be 
interested in pursuing. I was reaching out to them, contacting them, and meeting a lot of 
great people who are like mentors to me now. So one way to navigate your way is to talk 
to people who are already in the field. I mean, I've reached out to a lot of people. Most of 
them didn't reply, but those who did reply were super helpful. 
And my former co-workers are also amazing, a great support system. We're able 
to talk about our jobs and relate to each other in terms of what we do. And so I think, 
yeah it's all the more important to have positive relationships with people, and keep in 
touch with them, stay connected. And these experiences definitely shaped where, and 
how I'm here today. 
Here, Nicole reflects on several related aspects of relational autonomy, both in her 
choice to continue investing in former networks—as an alumna contributing to a panel 
discussion on careers—as well as building on new networks—by staying in touch with 
her recent co-workers to establish an ongoing support system. In her advice to the 
undergraduates at her alma mater, Nicole explicitly identifies social connections as key 
to finding one’s way. As Nicole said, “These experiences [being in relationship with 
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mentors and peers] definitely shaped where, and how I'm here today” as if answering 
directly the question of how relationships impact wayfinding. 
Hannah: “I felt that really resonated with me and my experience.” 
 For Hannah, like Nicole, part of constructing her museum educator identity 
involved reaching a community outside her institution. When I asked the educators to 
identify important forms of support, Hannah did not resonate with mentoring in the way 
some of the other educators did, but instead she said that peers and a professional 
network outside her museum were helping to support her as a novice museum educator. 
Where Nicole recently participated as part of a panel discussion, offering insights about 
her career, in the following narrative, Hannah described attended a panel discussion on 
a similar topic—career paths in museums—taking in the insights offered by the panel: 
It was all about how pathways in this field are not linear and how finding your way 
is different for everyone. Hearing people from all those different departments talk about 
their work, it was really, really affirming that I'm in the right department. And the other 
main takeaway, I think, relates back to what we were talking about as far as museums 
being powerful spheres of determining what culture is for people. And just that they're, 
by default, political places. And that a skill set that's necessary in working in that sphere 
is diplomacy. That was really interesting to me, that they put that name on it. It's not a 
word you would normally use in this career. It's a word for politics. But I really like that 
connection, because it connected a lot of ideas I already had about what it means to be 
working in this field.  
The other advice that I wrote down was that we don't realize the skills we acquire 
as we're moving along in these roles. And I felt that really resonated with me and my 
experience in this role, especially. And I mean, part of me was just like, okay, I'm doing it 
right because no one knows what they're doing. And this is just how it is at this stage in 
your career. And that I'm not gonna stop feeling inspired by the things I read about or the 
work that I get to engage with. And that's kind of how you figure it out. Just keep 
engaging with material that's compelling to you and then inspiring to you. And I feel 
really lucky to be in a space that sort of encourages that.  
By tapping into a larger community of museum professionals, Hannah was both 
challenged to think about her work in new ways—such as considering museums as 
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political spaces—-as well as affirmed in her progress thus far in the field, despite feeling 
some lack of clarity about how best to find her way. Keeping in mind Hannah’s 
independent nature, as someone with a decidedly different vision for her life who 
described seeing many of her peers “go on to just lead really different lives, and being 
kind of the only one to leave...or do something uncomfortable,” she also recognized the 
importance of making sense of things, and herself, through relationships and in reflection 
with the thoughts and ideas of other people. As if describing Hannah, Taylor (1989) said, 
“A human being can always be original, can step beyond the limits of the thought and 
vision of contemporaries, can even be quite misunderstood by them. But the drive to 
original vision will be hampered, will ultimately be lost in inner confusion, unless it can be 
placed in some way in relation to the language and vision of others." (p. 37) 
Alicia: “There are a lot of opportunities in New York to network.” 
	 In the same way that Nicole and Hannah were aware of the potential for 
professional development opportunities and social connections they might cultivate 
outside of their museums, Alicia was also aware of the potential for an expanded 
network of support to further her professional goals: 
 I think there are a lot of opportunities in New York to network and engage with 
others [in the field]. I don't know how true that is for other places around the country as 
a museum educator. But in New York you've got NYCMER and you've got a lot of other 
things. But specifically about NYCMER too, it's if you get that ticket. Isn't it like a $100 
ticket to go to the conference? And if you don't have those resources, then you can't 
go. And you can't get the experience of going to the seminars or hearing those keynote 
speakers. 

Here, Alicia acknowledged the uniqueness of New York City’s thriving networking scene 
and the positive impact this kind of social community might have on her wayfinding, 
suggesting that in other places, museum educators might not be so lucky. Yet, she 
contrasts this perspective with the negative potential of barriers to access, in the form of 
a $100 fee to attend the annual NYCMER conference, as one example. This financial 
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hurdle reinforces the notion that museums are not welcoming, at least to those who 
cannot afford full participation.   1
NYCMER served as a useful case, because all of the educators in my study were 
aware of it and took advantage of at least some of its offerings (including its public job 
listings webpage).  During the focus group, Alicia mentioned NYCMER, and because it 2
was an organization known to the other educators in the room, a dialogue easily formed 
around it: 
Alicia: It’s a small field. I think I knew that, but I really realized it when I went to the 
NYCMER conference this year. It was a long day, and I was thinking through these 
internships that I've had, and recognizing all of these people, seeing all of these people 
in a room when, theoretically every institution in New York City tri-state area is 
represented at this conference. And I recognized a lot of faces. 
And because it's a small field, there's a limited number of jobs. Seeing people you know 
who are applying for the same position, and you all may be qualified for it. But it's also a 
place to commiserate with your colleagues. Talk about similar issues that you all have. 
Lena: Especially when people are holding onto their positions for 20 plus years, it's like, 
"Leave!" 
Alicia: Yeah, but also, it's like it may not necessarily change. The same people in power 
will stay in power for a while. I have mixed feelings about it, because it feels a bit 
disheartening when you think about it in that way. These people in power, some may be 
great and some may be awful, and they are staying in power, but also the fact that you 
have a community of people you can rely on and relate to, and learn from overall. And 
you're all collectively gaining this experience over time and then I don't know, maybe 
 NYCMER offers a limited number of scholarships to cover the cost of conference attendance. 1
The scholarship application requires a 500 word essay and letter of reference. It also requires 
scholarship awardees to submit “a detailed recap of the experience for publication on NYCMER’s 
website” (from 2013 NYCMER annual conference scholarship application). 
 As an indication of its efforts to support a more inclusive and diverse professional field, 2
NYCMER requires all job postings to include an explicitly-stated salary or salary range, saying 
“NYCMER supports transparent hiring practices” (https://www.nycmer.org/index.php?
section=how-to-submit-jobs).
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when you all get in positions of power, you can change it. And change institutional 
structures. 
In this exchange, Alicia weighed the pros and cons of a small, professional community. 
On the one hand, recognizing lots of faces meant that a community of peers was being 
established, offering the opportunity of “commiserating with your colleagues” and having 
a group of people “you can rely on and relate to, and learn from overall.” The other side 
of this coin, though, is that “there's a limited number of jobs.” Lena built on this idea, 
suggesting that a small community also meant a lot of the same people stayed in 
leadership positions for a long time. As these five educators broaden their understanding 
of their chosen field by tapping into the larger community, they are coming up against 
both encouraging and discouraging realizations. 
To sum up, as Nicole, Hannah, and Alicia made their way in the field, they each 
saw the potential of professional development opportunities outside their museums. 
Nicole had the opportunity to share her insights with people who might follow her into the 
profession. Hannah found clarity and support by hearing from professionals further along 
in their careers. Alicia grappled with the expansive possibilities in the New York 
networking scene alongside the pay barriers that might keep novice educators out. 
Through these experiences, these three educators recognized themselves as social 
beings who might further “develop the competency for autonomy through social 
interaction with other persons” (Friedman, 2000, p. 40). 
For the remainder of this chapter, I will shift focus, from the stories that the 
educators told me about their relational experiences in the profession to my observations 
of relational connections and community that emerged during the research process 
itself, through the focus group meeting that took place two months into the study.  
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FOCUS GROUP:  
“I've felt that way before.” 
“I’m really stressed out.” 
“It's not aligning with your needs.” 
In chapter III, I argued that the inclusion of a focus group, as one of several 
methods for collecting phenomenological research materials, was particularly well-suited 
to my study. As a reminder, the goals of a focus group include distributing power 
differently between a researcher and study participants, making space for multiple 
perspectives, and building on, contrasting with, and developing new insights in 
connection to other people's ideas. These goals mirror those of group discussions that 
often take place in art museums, facilitated by an art museum educator; as such, I 
hoped the focus group format would generate resonance—and even community—
among the five educators in my study, and in doing so, illuminate wayfinding in new and 
interesting ways. 
I was not disappointed. In the following section, I will share extended and 
unedited portions of the transcript from the focus group centering on one educator’s 
challenging situation. This situation, and the ways it was processed and understood by 
the group, offers a compelling demonstration of concepts associated to relational 
autonomy, particularly regarding the importance of peer social connections.  
At the start of the focus group meeting, after I welcomed everyone and we co-
constructed meeting norms for our time together (confidentiality, respectful 
disagreement, etc.), I asked the educators to introduce themselves to one another: 
 As a reminder, this is all really about your individual experiences. So we're not 
looking to sort of broadly define what museum education is for people entering the field, 
right now. We're talking about our own experiences specifically. To start, please share 
your name and what you're doing right now in relationship to museum education. 
Whatever position that is, wherever that is, however you're connected to it, and then also 
how you're feeling about that connection. Like, what's your emotional state about your 
connection to museum education today. 
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I turned to Nicole, who was sitting immediately to my left. She shared her name, followed 
by:  
I'm currently unemployed right now. It's been about two weeks since I last 
worked, which was at a museum this summer as an assistant educator for a teen 
program. And I started that right after the paid internship program at my former museum 
ended. So the internship ended in June and from June through the end of July, I worked 
for the teen program.  
And right now I'm at this point where I don't really know what to do. I have this 
really weird offer from this museum that I wasn't expecting because, first they were like, 
"We're looking to hire a part time educator and a full time associate” so I applied to both. 
Then they were like, "Actually, we're not hiring part-time educators, or educators at all, 
we're only looking for associates." But then they interviewed me for a full-time educator, 
and I was really caught off guard, so that interview went really weirdly. I think there was 
a lot of miscommunication and misunderstanding. And then a day later, the director 
called me back asking if I wanted to interview for the full time associate position. So I 
interviewed with the manager of that program. And then I heard back, and they were like, 
"Can you work as a temporary contractor for two months? Because that's when the 
program ends and we just need as much support as soon as possible until the program 
ends.” But then the salary for the temporary position was $15 an hour only, so I emailed 
her right before I left to come here asking if we could talk on the phone again, because I 
had some more questions about the salary, also what my roles would be exactly. When I 
asked if this could potentially turn into full-time, she was very wishy-washy and vague 
about it. She's like, "Yeah, if you and the manager work really well together and she 
wants to keep working with you, then this can potentially expedite the hiring process 
blah, blah, blah, blah.”  
So is it worth the risk taking this offer right now or should I just wait for other part-
time educator positions? And she wants to hear back by tomorrow morning, if I wanna 
take the offer or not. I'm just kinda stressed and I'm kind of desperate also, because I'm 
not employed right now. I'm still waiting to hear on part-time educator interviews and 
none of those are confirmed yet, either. So I'm just stuck at a weird place. Like kind of 
hopeful, but also not so great, you know?  
As soon as Nicole finished, I felt a strong impulse to respond, but I refrained. Instead, I 
paused, and Lena said, “Thanks for sharing all of that.” Nicole responded, “Thanks for 
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listening!” And perhaps because we had only just begun the meeting, the rest of the 
group seemed content with continuing on, introducing themselves to one another.  
In contrast, almost two hours later as the focus group meeting neared its end, 
Nicole spoke again about her current situation. This time, it prompted extensive 
feedback from and exchange with the other educators in the room, which I will share 
here in its entirety: 
Nicole: I’m also really stressed out about this possible job, and the manager still hasn't 
gotten back to me about following up. I’m just thinking about how $15 an hour as a 
contractor is not okay. But also I feel like this would be a good experience for me, like a 
resume builder. But do I really have to sacrifice earning a sustainable income for 
experience? I guess experience will be valuable and pay off in the long run, but that's not 
really sustainable. 
Lena: Especially when it seems like this position is actually gonna require you to work 
more than the hours you’re contracted for. 
Nicole: Yeah, yeah, I think so. 
Julie: With planning and everything. 
Hannah: Yeah! 
Lena: So unless they're ready to pay you overtime, there are other things that you 
should let her know. You should talk to her before you give your final answer. 
Nicole: Yeah, I emailed her three hours ago, and she hasn't gotten back to me yet. And 
I'm just really stressed out because she wants to hear back by tomorrow morning. And I 
just feel like they've been kind of taking advantage. They know that I'm probably 
unemployed and I’m just really desperate for this opportunity, and they're just pushing 
and pulling, and kind of bullying me about it. And I'm at a point where I don't really have 
the upper hand. So I feel like I'm kind of helpless and if the salary is not negotiable, 
maybe I should—And I know they said they're gonna open up the full-time thing next 
month. They're gonna repost that job description then, and I'm like, should I just study for 
the GREs [for school applications] and then reapply full time, or would that make me 
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look worse because I rejected this contract position, but then I wanna come back and 
apply as full time. Would that look bad? 
Lena: I don't think so, not at all because it's not aligning with your needs. A full time 
position would, but it also seems like, I don't know. So far we don't like this museum and 
the people you've been talking with, Nicole! I feel like they don't really seem like they're 
on the same page in communication or organizing internally. So I feel like they might be 
immature about you refusing this or turning this position down and then coming back. 
But they shouldn't be, because it's all based on alignment. This position doesn't align 
with you and that's okay. You shouldn't have to say yes to something that doesn't align 
with you. 
Nicole: I was also hoping my part-time interviews would have gone somewhere. Right 
now, I'm still waiting and waiting. 
Julie: It sounds like you're worried about rejecting this, because if that doesn't pan out 
then you will feel like you're sort of in limbo. 
Nicole: Yeah, yeah. Exactly. 
Hannah: I feel like you should go easier on yourself about getting an answer back by the 
morning, because you sent them this email a few hours ago and now it's on them to get 
back to you. And without the information they're gonna send to you, you can't make an 
informed decision. 
Nicole: Yeah. It's funny because when she first told me about this offer, I was like, "Oh..." 
And she was like, "Feel free to set up a phone call with me." And I'm like "Yeah, I'd like to 
set up a phone call.” Twenty-four hours passed, and she hadn’t gotten back to me and 
I'm like, "Oh, just following up. If we could like set up a phone call, I'm available at this 
time." And she's like, "Are you free right now?" I'm like, "Well, I am in ten minutes." Then 
we had the phone call, and I feel like this might be another repeat of that situation. 
Julie: But it may be good for these things to reveal themselves now because perhaps it's 
not the type of place you'd wanna end up. I feel like there's, I don't know, I know that 
some levels of unprofessionalism happen in any place, regardless of any situation that 
we're in. But it sounds like so much bait and switch and dangling a carrot and then, "No, 
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but I need you right now and if it can't be right now then no" and that's just not fair at all. 
So I think that if you decide that this isn't what is gonna work out for you, (whispers) 
maybe it's for the best. I mean, I've felt that way before. I applied for a position in an 
institution where I was a volunteer. And I was perfectly, perfectly qualified for it. I was 
already volunteering for this institution, and I had the person who was training me put my 
resume on the table. They never contacted me. So, I will never apply to that institution 
again, because they don't value the people who are working for them for free and are 
passionate. And clearly they don’t even value someone vouching for me, someone who 
already worked there in that department. So sometimes these little signs come up, and 
you feel like maybe that should be a warning. 
Nicole: Yeah. 
Lena: I feel like you were feeling that already last week from the interview switch up. 
Nicole: Yeah.  
Lena: Yeah, I don't know if we were feeling it.  
Nicole: I was like, “Maybe I'll give them another chance” and they just keep blowing it off. 
Lena: It's also a learning experience to say no, to say, “No, thank you.” To value yourself 
more than a $15 pay rate an hour. Like, “No, this isn't aligned with my expertise or my 
capacity, so thank you for the offer, but no. You guys can expect my application again 
next month.” 
Nicole: Yeah. 
Lena: You know? 
Nicole: Yeah. 
Lena: And leave it at that. 
Julie: Yeah, that's a perfect way to handle it.  
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This conversation demonstrates an exchange between peers who had similar 
experiences in the field and, following just a few hours of discussing those experiences 
with one another, felt a sense of comfort and trust within the group (Archer 2007); so 
much comfort and trust that they began offering one of the group members explicit 
advice and support as she navigated a difficult professional situation. Watching this 
transpire, I had the sense that the educators felt strongly empathic for Nicole, because 
they had experienced or could easily imagine themselves experiencing something 
similar; as if they too were experiencing this unfolding scenario along with Nicole. Their 
comments to Nicole suggested that they wanted to defend her and build her up as a 
member of their community deserving of respect. Nicole’s sense of self, and her 
cultivation of autonomy as a socially-embedded process (Mackenzie & Stoljar, 2000), 
can be heard in her responses. For instance, when Lena suggests to Nicole that she 
insist on more information about the position before taking it, Nicole replied with 
statements such as “I just feel like they've been kind of taking advantage” and that “they 
know that I'm probably unemployed and I’m just really desperate for this opportunity,” but 
then asked the group whether it would look bad for her to reject the temporary position, 
only to then apply for the full-time position when or if it was posted. Lena said they did 
not think so, “because it's not aligning with your needs.” When Julie said that, “it sounds 
like you're worried about rejecting this, because if that doesn't pan out then you will feel 
like you're sort of in limbo,” Nicole replied, “yeah, yeah. Exactly.” Responding to the level 
of stress Nicole seemed to be experiencing, Hannah suggested to Nicole that she “go 
easier on [herself] about getting an answer back by the morning...without the 
information, you can't make an informed decision.” And Julie went on to say that “it may 
be good for these things to reveal themselves now because perhaps it's not the type of 
place you'd wanna end up” followed by a comparison with her own experience at 
another museum that did not seem to appreciate what they had in her. When Lena said, 
“Yeah, I don't know if we were feeling it” they spoke for the group, as a united community 
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in support of Nicole. And Nicole’s open reception to everyone’s ideas represents 
enacting agency of a different sort (Bandura, 2006). Nicole took advantage of a roomful 
of people who would easily understand her position and advise her accordingly, pooling 
their resources and knowledge to give Nicole much more insight on her situation than 
she might uncover on her own. Friedman (2000) would say that Nicole was developing 
“competency for autonomy through [her] social interaction” with the other educators in 
the focus group (p. 40).  She could then be empowered to engage her autonomy on 
more solid footing.  
 In a short span of time, several important topics emerged during the focus group
—the status of museum education and educators in museums, salary concerns and 
equity, and forms of support especially useful for these novice educators, to name a few 
(many of the insights on these topics, as uncovered during the focus group, have been 
addressed in chapter V and in this chapter, previously). Recalling that this was the first 
time most of these educators had met (two of them knew one another previously), it did 
not take long for them to hear and see themselves in one another’s experiences. They 
built on one another’s ideas and fleshed out their own ideas among a group of peers, 
albeit a new group of peers. The educators accessed knowledge and wisdom born out of 
experiences and understandings different from their own, while at the same time, they 
resonated over the similarities in one another’s experiences. They “shared points of 
reference and manifestations of sympathy” with one another’s “preoccupations,” such 
that they could be “trusted to understand” one another, as sociologist Margaret Archer 
(2007) would say (p. 270). In addition, and perhaps most importantly, at various times 
throughout the two-hour focus group, all five educators chimed in on a topic, without my 
intervention. As a witness to it, I felt a community being formed right before my eyes.  
From the very beginning of the focus group, I noticed a lot of head-nodding and 
sighs of recognition, especially when an educator described a particularly challenging 
aspect of their work, as demonstrated in Nicole’s story, above. As Friedman (2000) 
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pointed out, “communities are fostered and sustained by varied sorts of ties that we 
share with others” including “common enemies and shared injustices” (p. 41).  
Immediately following the focus group, as the group of us waited in line for the 
restrooms nearby, Hannah commented that the focus group felt like a kind of group 
therapy, and the other educators nodded in agreement. When I asked each educator to 
share their thoughts on the research process during my final interviews with them, they 
honed in on the focus group in particular, and echoed Hannah’s sentiment. Alicia said, “It 
was so enlightening to be part of the focus group. Just hearing other people's 
experiences is really lovely. And how different our experiences were, but also very 
similar. I think we all agreed that, doing this, talking to you has been really therapeutic in 
a lot of ways, just being able to talk about our jobs and our experiences.” Julie said 
about the focus group specifically that “it was really moving and comforting to know that 
my colleagues are experiencing similar situations in different capacities. I was really 
struck with how honest and open everyone was about their current standings and their 
wishes and hopes for the future.” Lena said, “I think it's really cool that in talking during 
the focus group, we had similar experiences, one way or another. We were able to relate 
to each other, and I think that is really important too. It gave me the opportunity to reflect 
on my experiences within the institution and outside of it. I really needed that time for it. 
So you gave me the time to kind of just like, verbally, out loud reflect to someone, not 
just to myself.” And Hannah reiterated her initial comment, saying, “I just loved our focus 
group. Meeting all those women was really inspiring. It felt like a support group, I know 
we kept saying that.” 

Nicole: “Looking back, I feel like everything I talked about, and what other people 
said, it was actually all pretty true.” 
Almost five months later, when I met Nicole at the local library for our last 
interview together, I asked her about the job situation and what happened after the 
focus group. She did eventually accept the temporary job offer but only remained in the 
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job for a few months (as described in chapter V). I asked her to reflect on the exchange 
that took place during the focus group meeting so many months prior: 
Looking back, I feel like everything I talked about, and what other people said, it 
was actually all pretty true. And I'm surprised how accurately these things unfolded. In 
the focus group, people talked about it, and they’re like, “I don’t have good feelings 
about this.” Everyone was saying, “This opportunity, it sounds like they are going to take 
advantage of you. But it might be a good experience, it might lead you to better 
opportunities.” And so maybe I'm just like, gonna see what's it like for a couple of 
months. And then try to find something new or maybe I'll get a full time offer.  
And so going in, I didn't have really high hopes. I wasn't excited for this job 
anyway in the first place. I didn't really have high hopes for it, but working there and 
remembering what everyone said, I was just like, okay I just need to stick this out until 
the end of my contract. Just bear it for another month and a half and maybe quit after 
that. Then I did quit. But at least I had a full time offer lined up. So it all worked out in 
the end.

In Nicole’s reflection on, and active self-awareness of, the exchange that took 
place during the focus group, she highlighted the influence her peers had on her 
capacity to navigate, on her own, a difficult situation. She drew on their insights to make 
her way, and entered into the temporary position with more realistic expectations about 
what might transpire, “remembering what everyone said.”  
Nicole: “I didn't cheat my way through the system.” 
Interestingly, in securing her new full-time position, Nicole did not rely on advice 
or connections she had made in the larger museum community to potentially advance 
herself in the hiring process; a point she made to me explicitly: 
I think one reason why I was really proud of getting this full time job was it wasn't 
through a referral, or it wasn't someone I knew from the museum who like, flagged my 
resume. It was purely that I was picked out of all these random applications. I was 
chosen to be interviewed, and out of all the other interviewees, I was hired for this job. 
So I was like, wow, I got this job the hardest way. It wasn't through any connections, it 
wasn't through networking, really, just purely my skills and my experiences. I think for me 
!176
it was the first time where I felt like I really did deserve this job. I didn't cheat my way 
through the system. They hired me purely because I did well in my interview, purely 
because they thought I was a great fit for the position.  
With my previous paid internship, I actually got the first round interview, but I got 
rejected basically after that. I didn't get a second round interview, but I followed up with 
the fellowship coordinator. I was like, “Oh, I would love to hear feedback about what I 
could improve on, blah, blah, blah.” And then she was like, “Actually, we would love to 
invite you to a second interview.” That's how I got the job. So if I didn't follow up with her, 
I wouldn't have gotten that internship. And so I felt like, at that time I was hired, because 
I had to fight my way through more. I made an extra effort, and I was barely hired. So I 
felt insecure about that with the other interns in the group. 
But now I realize I don't have to know someone at another organization to get a 
job in the museum field. I have the skills and experiences that are desirable, that 
employees in museums really seek out, so I don't need to doubt myself.  
 I was surprised by Nicole’s description of this experience as exemplary due to 
her autonomy, in the traditional understanding of the term, especially based on how 
many stories she previously shared about having reached out to people in the field in 
order to make her way. Nicole described getting this job “the hardest way” and that “it 
wasn’t through any connections, it wasn't through networking, really, just purely my skills 
and my experiences,” suggesting she ascribed to the conventional notion that 
competency for autonomy is a function of an independent, self-governing person, 
moving through the world outside any social influence. However, Barclay (2000) would 
point out that Nicole’s ability to develop this strong sense of autonomy is inescapably 
situated in “a network of social relationships,” for “autonomy is not something we are 
born with but something we develop only in society” (p. 57). All that Nicole has learned 
about the field, in order to develop her skill set and her understanding, as well as her 
ability to work with other people and her ability to share ideas and aspirations with other 
people has emerged out of social relationships (Barclay, 2000).   
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Nicole’s description of not “cheating” the system gave me pause during the 
interview, which I wrote about afterwards in my post-reflexion journal: 
Nicole said that she got her new job without “cheating” the system. Why did 
this word trigger something in me? My first reaction is, “No! It’s not cheating! You have 
to do what you have to do to get in there!” Because I feel like making connections/
networking is basically required to work in this profession (and maybe in most 
professions?). What does it mean to ‘deserve’ a position? To be chosen strictly based 
on your resume? (December 21, 2018) 
Ironically, some months later, I found myself in a similar scenario, without the 
full-time job at the end of the story: 
I worked so hard preparing application materials for that academic job, and I 
didn’t even get a call! I feel pretty disappointed about that. At some point in the 
process, I’d had the thought that I should have worked my network; contacted former 
professors who work at a university nearby, who might know people there—and that 
might have made the difference. But is that “cheating?” I don’t think so, and yet, I 
didn’t act on it. Rather, I relied exclusively on my resume, experience, personal 
background in the geographical region. Maybe it wouldn’t have made a difference; 
obviously, I’m aware that there are many considerations for open positions in any 
organization. Yet, I’m disappointed that I had the emotional/thought response to 
Nicole’s use of the word “cheating” (“No! It’s not cheating!”) and yet, I also operated on 
the premise that human capital is what really counts. That’s the way to do it ‘right,’ as 
demonstrated by my absolute, exclusive reliance on my human capital in applying for 
this academic position. 
        But maybe I’m learning something: Just a few days ago, I visited an 
amazing arts organization, and after being absolutely wowed by the work going on 
there, and also seeing a potential need in their visual arts division, I said something to 
the director of education. I basically drew on my connection to someone else in their 
organization, and the little bit of social capital that was cultivated between the director 
of education and me during my day-long visit, just through casual conversation (we’ve 
both worked in art museum education, we both have young children)—though, to be 
clear, I wasn’t thinking about “social capital” as I talked with her. We just had an easy 
rapport with one another. 
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My resonance with Nicole’s assertion of her autonomy makes sense, in a way, as 
indicative of traditional thinking about success and achieving one’s goals as something 
that is done independently. And yet, as Barclay (2000) would tell us, “the fact that any of 
us has the capacity for autonomous agency is a debt that we each owe to others,” as 
demonstrated by the narratives shared in this chapter (p. 57). Exploring this tension, 
between relying on social connections or relationships to advance professionally versus 
getting a job “purely” based on one’s ability and experience, raises more questions than 
it answers. Aside from the inherent fallacy of “purely” getting a job, as pointed out by 
Barclay (2000), the idea of explicitly contacting someone in your network to find out 
more about a job, or even ask for assistance in “flagging your resume” as Nicole said, 
does seem unfair, certainly to those that do not have such connections. Should we feel 
comfortable leveraging connections to get jobs? And are people with certain privileges in 
a better position to work through this? At the same time, the museum education field in 
New York City is a close-knit, interconnected one (as pointed out by Alicia, in her 
observations on the NYMCER conference), so perhaps networking is an inevitable part 
of the process, and something that should be encouraged as part of the skill set for 
working in the profession. Should we all be building networks for this purpose? And 
should those of us who are further along in the profession feel some responsibility for 
assisting newcomers to the profession in building their own networks?   
So by the end of the visit, as I stood with her saying our goodbyes, I said that if 
any positions became vacant in the future, please keep me in mind. And while I believe 
I have the skills, knowledge and experience—the human capital—to be a valuable 
asset to their organizations and the teachers and students they serve, I also drew on 
social capital to take things to the next stage. She’s already followed up with me to 




DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND FUTURE RESEARCH 
  
In the previous chapters, I have illuminated the phenomenon of wayfinding for 
five novice art museum educators in New York City. In chapter IV, I compiled and curated 
narratives to introduce the five educators. In chapters five and six, I engaged in the 
process of “thinking with” concepts related to self-identity, agency, and relational 
autonomy to further open up and learn more about the phenomenon. I now turn to a 
more explicit reflection on the study, including exploring what I saw and understood 
across the research materials, as well as addressing more directly the analytical 
questions guiding this exploration through continually connecting the educators’ stories 
to existing ideas. The following subsections are organized by each of my analytical 
questions: 
- How welcoming did the novice museum educators find the spaces they joined, 
and in what ways? 
- How did the educators’ sense of self intersect with their wayfinding? 
- How, if at all, did they enact agency to respond to these spaces? 
- How did the novice museum educators draw upon relationships with other people 
as they navigated these spaces? 
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How Welcoming Did the Novice Museum Educators Find the Spaces They Joined,  
and In What Ways? 
In considering the question of how welcoming (or not welcoming) the educators 
found museum spaces, it is important to highlight an emerging irony that existed, as I 
saw it: The five educators in my study entered the field in part because of an openness 
they perceived. The field has been described as embracing people from a variety of 
backgrounds (Bailey, 2006ab; Pond, 1988; Reid, 2014; Stafne, 2012); a variety that 
brings “strength and richness” to their work (Brigham et al., 1988, p. 8). It makes sense, 
therefore, that these educators found their way to the profession in part because of the 
possibilities they felt were available to them.  Yet, the educators in my study repeatedly 1
came up against obstacles and challenges that made museums feel closed to them. 
Classroom teachers often experience “reality shock” or “transition shock” upon 
entering the profession (Corcoran, 1981; Veenman, 1984), based on the differences 
between expectations they establish during their university teacher education programs 
and student teaching experiences and what they find when they begin working. The five 
educators in my study did not come out of a uniform degree or training program for 
museum educators. While a handful of graduate and certification programs exist for 
museum education, there is no uniform path to the profession for museum educators. 
Nevertheless, the novice museum educators did come with expectations, for as McLean 
(1999) suggested about classroom teachers, museum educators also enter their 
profession not as empty vessels waiting to be filled, but with preconceived notions about 
museums, either based on formative experiences in museums (Lena, Julie, Nicole) or 
experiences in relationship to them (Alicia). And even if they had previously felt that 
museums were in many ways closed spaces, as Lena and Alicia both suggested, they at 
 For example, Julie’s uninspiring and inflexible student teaching experience compared with her 1
impression that “museums are magical places.” 
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least had optimistic views about the work they might do in museums. They wanted to 
work in the field. It was an outcome they desired.  
Yet, upon beginning work in their respective institutions, four out of five of the 
educators referred to spaces that were not welcoming, as they came up against 
systems, behaviors, and/or historical precedents that did not square with their beliefs 
and the sense of openness they perceived initially. These spaces felt unwelcoming for a 
variety of reasons, including a feeling of not belonging as a person of color (Mann et al., 
2018; MASS Action, 2017), or due to the traditional museum hierarchy that typically 
places education departments at the bottom (Brigham et al., 1988; Ebitz, 2005), or 
because colleagues in their own departments were not welcoming, or some combination 
of these reasons. The friction they encountered challenged and complicated the 
educators’ ideas of what they might experience as museum professionals, and as an 
extension, their sense of self.  
This friction was especially acute for Lena and Alicia, as people of color. Despite 
the work of several generations of well-intentioned members of the museum education 
profession (Yellis, 2012) who have called for and worked toward museums as sites of 
inclusivity and openness,  they found many of the stereotypes that visitors have about 2
museums felt equally true for them now that they were on the other side, working inside 
museums.  Lena felt this on an immediate level, recalling their personal experience of 3
having been followed by a security guard while at an art museum as a child, then 
perceiving experiences they had after they began the paid museum education fellowship 
as remarkably similar to that formative experience from their childhood. Alicia, another 
educator of color, also drew from her formative experiences as a child, though for her, it 
was of not having gone to museums at all, because her parents felt that museums were 
not for them. Now, as a museum professional in a specific institution, Alicia observed 
 This is not to suggest that other museum professions have not also attempted to change 2
museums in this way.
 For example, museums-as-institutions of exclusivity and unquestioned authority.3
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and catalogued various reasons her family may have felt this way, including a 
recognition of the colonial nature of her museum’s founding (Jilani, 2018)—that, as Alicia 
put it, rich white people founded a museum, just because they could. Furthermore, she 
discovered a trend when she began looking for jobs in other museums—a preference for 
or even requirement of a graduate degree, which is noted in the literature on museum 
job listings on current requirements for an art museum career (Chen, 2004) and 
qualifications and professional preparation for art museum educators specifically (Ebitz, 
2005). Recent concerns about equity and inclusion in museum staffing highlight the 
financial barrier this requirement or preference represents in the field today (Heller, 
2018). This trend combined with Alicia’s “paid” fellowship—in the form of a $300 stipend
—further illuminates the ways that museums are not making themselves inclusive or 
equitable to people who want to join the profession (Sussman, 2017).  
 In addition to feeling excluded based on their race, Lena also felt excluded 
because of their status as a museum educator, as did Julie. They both felt dismissed by 
people working in other departments, whether their offices physically mirrored such a 
museum hierarchy—as they did for Lena, with education offices located on the bottom 
floor (Ebitz, 2005)—-or not, as for Julie. Being unseen by other museum professionals 
forced Lena and Julie to consider the effect this traditional hierarchy had on their work, 
either because their work was therefore unknown to decision-makers in their museums, 
and thus unworthy of a living salary (Julie) or because it stood directly in the path of a 
personal goal of community building (Lena).  
Nicole, like Lena, Alicia, and Julie, also experienced a less than welcoming 
museum space; though for her, it was surprisingly due to the way other educators in the 
education department treated her. As a temporary employee, Nicole was either unseen 
or entirely dismissed by other educators in the department. Unlike the other educators of 
color in the study, Nicole seemed quite comfortable in museum spaces, having grown up 
in a family that regularly visited museum exhibitions together. This made her treatment 
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by the educators at her museum all the more shocking, given that she did not enter into 
the profession expecting to feel she did not belong. This finding complicates existing 
literature on the role of educators in museums, where educators are generally described 
as the museum staff members most adept at making museums welcoming (Henry, 2006; 
Munley & Roberts, 2006). 
On the other hand, there were also clear instances of museum spaces that felt 
welcoming, either due to caring relationships that existed within them, or the presence of 
people with shared social identity markers. Hannah felt embraced and supported by two 
supervisors in her museum as she explored her museum educator identity. In Nicole’s 
new job, the director of the museum engaged in a personal interaction with her, making 
an effort to get to know her and literally, seeing her. Nicole’s experience of feeling 
dismissed by the educators at one museum but being personally welcomed by the 
director at another museum, along with Hannah’s experience of finding support in her 
supervisors, highlight just how impactful relationships can be in making spaces 
welcoming, or not, which overlaps with a subsection on how the educators drew upon 
relationships with other people as they navigated these spaces, further below. For Alicia, 
seeing other people of color in her museum, and being a part of a people-of-color affinity 
group,  made her feel welcomed. She also participated in a diversity training session 4
organized by the same museum, which she described as the “most successful diversity 
session I've ever been a part of.” She made note that even some of the executive staff 
members of the museum attended, which further elevated the importance of this 
diversity session in making her feel more welcomed. Their participation sent the 
message that her experiences and insights as a person of color were valuable enough to 
be heard by the museum at its highest leadership level.  
The efforts made by Alicia’s museum echo scholarly accounts that point to the 
diversity, equity, accessibility, and inclusion work that education departments have been 
 Alicia mentioned that the museum also had a white anti-racist ally group.4
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doing in recent years (Hendrick & Crum, 2014; Ng, Ware, & Greenberg, 2017). Alicia’s 
experience of feeling welcomed was due in part to the space carved out by the museum 
for critical self-reflection about race and empathy-building as a way for people to connect 
with one another (American Alliance of Museums, 2017). As Ng et al. (2017) said, 
“empathy is at the heart of allyship” (p. 144). What they meant was that if museums are 
to truly connect with diverse communities—including the communities represented by 
staff members from minority groups they say they want to welcome (Harris and 
Pogrebin, 2019)—then museums must make space to reflect and become more attuned 
and understanding, even cultivating the ability to “share the feelings of its 
communities” (Ng et al., 2017, p. 144).  
The welcoming and unwelcoming spaces the educators found in museums 
impacted their wayfinding, and this wayfinding both guided and was impacted by their 
sense of self, as will be described in the following subsection.                                      
How Did the Educators’ Sense of Self Intersect with Their Wayfinding? 
The connection between wayfinding and identity work is a two-way street. In this 
study, educators described the influence between wayfinding and identity that flowed in 
three ways: At times, the educators’ sense of self influenced their professional 
wayfinding process. At other times, the need to find their way caused the educators to 
reconsider their sense of self. Finally, there were examples of influence flowing in both 
directions. I will elaborate on this later in this section.  
To reiterate, this study understands identity work as born out of the tension 
between self and environment. This tension between self and environment also appears 
in the literature about novice classroom teachers, with authors demonstrating the 
important influence of work environments on professional identity construction in the 
early years of teaching (Bullough, 2005; Fernet et al., 2016; Flores & Day, 2006; Pearce 
& Morrison, 2011). However, in their writing on classroom teachers, Pearce and Morrison 
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(2011) discuss identity construction in “personal” and “public” spheres, and similarly, 
Bullough (2005) separates identity construction in two arenas; “core” and “situational.” 
And while I agree with these authors that we foreground different aspects of our 
identities depending on the contexts in which we find ourselves, I did not see such clear 
separations in my study. Instead, the identity work the educators in my study undertook 
crossed through various aspects of their identities, with fluid and interrelated connections 
between them, whether they were based in their families and upbringing, earlier work 
experiences, personal or professional relationships, artistic practices, or larger social 
group affiliations, such as race/ethnicity or gender, to name a few, which will be 
elaborated on in more detail, below. Lena entered the profession with a strong sense of 
identity, which guided their wayfinding. Lena already identified as an educator, and they 
spoke about feeling committed to decolonial teaching as they came to the museum 
education field. Lena relied on a robust sense of self to weather the transitions (Giddens, 
1991) of moving across the country for a museum education internship program that, 
while paid, meant a significant decrease in salary compared to previous positions they 
had. They again drew on their sense of self to sustain themself through the challenges 
they faced when they no longer felt welcome at the museum. By the end of the study, as 
Lena considered the possibility of jobs elsewhere, they said that they were only 
interested in museums that would accept them as “the whole person I already am.” 
Thus, Lena grounded their actions in a strong sense of identity throughout, 
demonstrating a “capacity to keep a particular narrative going” (Giddens,1991, p. 54). 
For Hannah, the process of making her way was guided by her sense of identity 
as a musician coming into the field, as she was looking for a job with flexibility for her 
music touring schedule. To her surprise, she also found her sense of self evolving based 
on the need to find her way, as she experienced joy and gratification in working with kids 
at her museum. In constructing her museum educator identity, her experience as a 
female musician who worked in a male-dominated industry became influential; she led 
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songwriting workshops at the museum for young girls who might see her as a role 
model. Her identity work took a unique form, as she was challenged to integrate her 
museum educator and musician selves. For Hannah, wayfinding shaped her sense of 
self.   
Julie’s experience with identity work illustrates how the influence of identity work 
and wayfinding flow in both directions. Julie entered the art museum education 
profession already strongly identifying as an artist and art lover; aspects of her identity 
that permeated everything she did.  She was drawn to the field because, as she put it, 
museum education would integrate her love for art and talking with people. She also 
believed it would give her more freedom in her teaching practice, as compared to her 
student teaching experience as an art education undergraduate. And despite the fact 
that Julie had only been in the field for two years at the time of the study, she had been 
promoted to a managerial position and expected a greater level of regard for her work 
accordingly. Pond (1988) said as much when she claimed that “after several years [on 
the job, museum educators] also want to know what the future holds for them in terms of 
recognition and opportunities for advancement in responsibility and remuneration” (p. 
11). Therefore, when Julie encountered an unwelcoming environment in the form of low 
pay and little regard by the museum’s leadership for her position as an educator, a 
tension was created between her sense of her own value, and the feedback she 
received from her institution. This pushed her to engage in identity work, and she both 
drew on her pre-existing identity as someone who was passionate about art (and in her 
words, “letting your passion drive you”) and was pushed to further clarify the value she 
brought to her museum, because she had to stand up for herself and her position. In this 
way, Julie’s wayfinding was both guided by her sense of self, and her sense of self was 
further strengthened by being challenged. 
Another important intersection of wayfinding and the educators’ sense of self was 
found in experiences related to race and ethnicity. In spite of the fact that I did not set out 
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to research race and ethnicity in this study, it nonetheless emerged many times in the 
conversations I had with the three educators of color. In a field that is currently grappling 
with issues of diversity, or the lack thereof (Callihan & Feldman, 2018; Cole, 2014; 
Dewhurst & Hendrick, 2016; Gilbert, 2016; Greenberg & Pelaez, 2015; Harris & 
Pogrebin, 2019; Heller, 2018; Kinsley & Wittman, 2016; Marsh, 2019), this study extends 
the larger ongoing dialogue around race and ethnicity in museums. All three of the 
educators of color discussed race and ethnicity, as they described navigating the 
overwhelmingly white spaces of museums (Bunch, 2000; Monet, 2018; trivedi, 2015). 
Notably, the two white educators did not describe facing challenges related to race or 
ethnicity. For the three educators of color, their sense of self was at least in part rooted in 
their experiences as people of color, but the way they described the role this played in 
their wayfinding varied. Lena spoke of bringing with them to the profession a childhood 
experience of feeling unwelcome in a museum space specifically because of their race/
ethnicity. Lena talked about utilizing their position as an educator to correct, in some 
way, the manner in which they had been treated. Again, drawing on a strong sense of 
self, Lena opened up the possibility that their students today might have a decidedly 
more positive childhood memory about museums than they had. As an Asian American, 
Alicia saw a lack of representation of people like her in the museum, and her need to 
find her way forced her to reconsider her self-identity, drawing on a strong association 
with family and their nonexistent relationship with museums. Based on this background, 
she struggled with the very foundation of museums, as colonial and white supremacist 
institutions, which was highlighted by the fact that she saw few people who looked like 
her. Lonnie G. Bunch III (2000), recently named Secretary of the Smithsonian Institution, 
experienced something similar when he attended museum conferences in the 1970’s, 
saying, “I was struck by how few people of color were present. I remember searching the 
crowd for the nod of recognition or the acknowledgement and acceptance that comes 
from a common cultural connection” (p. 32). When Alicia ran into a family friend at work
!188
—someone she described as from her culture who also worked in the arts sector—she 
was understandably relieved, and encouraged, with her sense of self bolstered by the 
encounter. For Nicole, a sense of not belonging manifested primarily due to her status as 
a temporary employee, but she also talked about being discouraged by the knowledge 
that a white man with no museum experience was hired for a position she interviewed 
for. Her sense of feeling unseen was exacerbated by the fact that the education director 
was a woman of color, with whom she had assumed some level of corresponding 
solidarity.  
As these three educators struggled to determine how they could belong in a field 
dominated by whiteness, they were exploring what it meant that they rarely saw people 
that looked like them in the spaces where they were constructing their professional 
identities. These educators of color also discovered allies; for Alicia, seeing a familiar 
face in her family friend, and for Nicole and Alicia, having mentors of color. They 
remained hopeful that finding someone that might help them along the way would lessen 
the burden of working in a profession with little representation of people who looked like 
they do. Here again, the interrelatedness of the analytical questions becomes apparent, 
as these issues around identity work and resulting wayfinding strategies clearly overlap 
with drawing on relationships to find one’s way, as will be discussed in more detail in a 
subsection further below, and enacting agency to activate those relationships, which will 
be discussed in the following subsection.    
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How, if at all, Did the Novice Art Museum Educators Enact Agency  
to Respond to These Spaces? 
As the educators came to know the terrain of their chosen profession, rather than 
be defeated, they became more deeply engaged. They enacted agency to gain a sense 
of ownership and power in unwelcoming spaces or through uncertain times (Bandura, 
1997). They described the agency they enacted in a number of ways, which will be 
elaborated on, below, including how they came to the profession, changing their 
environments through their teaching practices, advocating for themselves to museum 
administration, looking for jobs elsewhere, and embracing opportunities that came their 
way. In this sense, rather than thinking about this as wayfinding, perhaps a more apt 
term is waymaking (I thank Lori Custodero for suggesting this term, upon reading my 
work). In contrast to wayfinding, which implies finding and navigating structures that 
already exist, waymaking emphasizes the part of the journey that requires someone to 
create, or make, new structures and paths.   
Prior to joining the field, Nicole reached out to people she did not know 
previously, building a network of advisors and allies in order to get her foot in the door. 
Julie and Alicia also reached out to people with more experience as they considered 
joining the field; former professors who helped them navigate their way. Based in part on 
their experiences as people of color and through their underlying commitment to 
uncovering systems of oppression, Lena and Alicia both enacted agency to change their 
environments through their evolving teaching practices. Alicia guided white visitors to 
appreciate and respect the living traditions represented in her museum's collection, 
aware of its colonial roots. Lena welcomed students in radical ways, inviting them to run 
around in an open space in the museum. They also facilitated artwork discussions with 
students using decolonial teaching strategies. When Julie realized she was on her own 
in terms of fighting for a fair salary, she sought advice from peers and advocated for 
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herself in meetings with the deputy director. She described drawing on her sense of self 
(as detailed in the previous subsection) to fuel her self-advocacy efforts (Bandura, 
2006). When Nicole suddenly found herself in a distinctly unwelcoming space, she 
applied for educator positions elsewhere. And while Hannah repeatedly talked about 
how she felt welcomed into the museum field—for instance, feeling supported by her 
supervisors—an identity crisis grew out of her recognition that she actually did want to 
be a museum person. Perhaps due to the supportive environment in which she found 
herself, agency for Hannah was activated in a distinctive way, through embracing 
opportunities that came to her, rather than explicitly seeking them out; for example, 
accepting an full-time position that was offered at her museum, which she said “just sort 
of fell in [her] lap.”  Yet, as Bandura (2006) would point out, by “cultivating [her] interests, 
enabling beliefs, and competencies” Hannah made the “most of [an opportunity] that 
[arose] unexpectedly” (p. 166).  
These findings resonate with and are extended by literature on novice classroom 
teachers, where Beltman et al. (2011) pointed out the connection between a teacher’s 
belief in their own ability to improve their situations and their resilience, or ability to tackle 
stressful situations, in the field (Doney, 2013). Interestingly, many of the studies on 
resilience in novice classroom teachers focus not only on the agentic attributes a teacher 
brings with them to the profession, but also how resilience might be developed and 
encouraged in new teachers by the schools that employ them (Beltman et al., 2011; 
Doney, 2013). Some ways of strengthening self-efficacy and agency in novice classroom 
teachers include building a social network of support and encouraging teachers to “[take] 
credit for and [draw] sustenance from their accomplishments” (Doney, 2013, p. 190). The 
museum education profession, and the institutions that train and employ museum 
educators, could learn something from this proactive approach toward building resilience 
in its newest members. 
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How Did the Novice Museum Educators Draw Upon Relationships with Other 
People as They Navigated These Spaces? 
In the same way that they drew on their own individual sense of agency to make 
their way, the educators described how they engaged other people through networking, 
mentoring relationships, and participation in an expanded professional community in 
order to learn about the field, respond to challenges, and advance their professional 
goals.  
As mentioned in the previous subsection, Nicole, Alicia, and Julie all enacted 
agency by accessing a network on their journey to the art museum education field, again 
demonstrating the intersection of the analytical questions; here, in the connection 
between agency and relationships. Nicole’s belief in networking as a valuable resource 
and strategy for making her way was expressed in her ability to reach out to people she 
did not know before, which led to useful information for entering the field and the 
potential of an ongoing mentoring relationship with a woman of color in the field. Julie 
and Alicia both described seeking advice from contacts already in their network—former 
professors—to help them get into the field. Yet, through their descriptions, it became 
apparent that a deep level of trust and willingness on the part of the educators to ask for 
help guided their interactions with these former professors. Alicia’s professor, whom she 
called a mentor, explicitly connected Alicia to an internship opportunity at a museum by 
emailing her contacts there. Julie’s professor, whom she also called a mentor, walked 
through the steps with her to get into graduate school. In these examples, the educators 
developed “competency for autonomy through social interaction” with their mentors 
(Friedman, 2000, p. 40). And while Lena confronted many of the challenges they 
encountered in the field as an independent, autonomous actor, they also recognized the 
significance of having someone who understood what they were going through, in the 
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form of their museum-assigned mentor. Lena counted this relationship as critical to their 
navigating the unwelcoming space of the museum 
 On a related note, I observed a pattern regarding mentoring, which is reflected in 
the many forms of mentoring that were described throughout the educators’ lived 
experiences. As illustrated in Nicole, Alicia, Julie, and Lena’s stories, mentioned above, 
the word “mentor” was used fluidly to identify people that they had known for several 
years to those they had only recently met, suggesting that mentoring is a “multiple 
relationship phenomenon” (Higgins & Kram, 2001, p. 266). Where mentoring has 
traditionally been defined as a dyadic, master-apprentice relationship, more recent 
literature on mentoring proposes that the complexities of modern life necessitate a 
different approach, with people seeking out multiple, diverse mentors to succeed in 
various aspects of their profession (de Janasz & Sullivan, 2004; Higgins & Kram, 2001). 
Part of what inspired variation in the mentoring relationships as described by the 
educators in my study emerged from the specific needs they sought to address through 
those relationships. For example, Julie described seeking mentoring advice from a 
former professor about which graduate program to pursue. Later, she talked about a 
museum-assigned mentor who not only gave her feedback on lesson plans, but also 
became, as she put it, a “sounding board” as she struggled to determine where she was 
headed in the profession.   
Two of the educators of color talked about the importance of receiving 
mentorship from other people of color. Having a mentor with similar social identities 
(Mackenzie & Stoljar, 2000), helped them navigate predominantly white spaces, as well 
as provided them with insights and wisdom by people with more time in the field. Alicia’s 
experience of talking with her two supervisors, both women of color like her, about 
whether or not she should pursue a graduate degree, as well as Nicole’s experience in 
reaching out to a woman of color who offered to stay in touch with her, brings up an 
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important point about mentorship, particularly as it pertains to issues of diversity and 
equity in the field.  
In a recent qualitative study conducted by the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation in 
partnership with the Association of Art Museum Directors (AAMD) and the Ithaka S+R 
research firm, eight museums who have excelled at diversifying their staff were studied 
in order to generate recommendations for the field. One of the resulting 
recommendations was to develop strong mentoring programs, “because opportunities in 
the cultural sector often arise through networks in a highly competitive field” (Sweeney & 
Schonfeld, 2018, para. 17). The researchers specifically identified “providing mentorship 
opportunities to a diverse set of emerging professionals [emphasis added]” as “an 
important way to open pathways into the field for historically excluded groups” (Sweeney 
& Schonfeld, 2018, para. 17). These findings echo the comments of the former director 
of the Smithsonian National Museum of African Art, Johnnetta Betsch Cole, when asked 
about what it takes to advance in the field: “It takes support—formal mentoring 
relationships, periodic inspirational encounters—for one to move along a professional 
journey” (Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, 2016, para. 14). My findings expand on the 
importance of mentoring for emerging professionals, suggesting that when mentors 
share social identity markers with the people they are mentoring, such as for novice 
educators of color navigating the predominantly white spaces of museums, the 
mentoring relationship can be particularly impactful.   
As if answering the call to provide mentoring opportunities for emerging 
professionals, the institutions where three of the educators worked or had previously 
worked offered a formalized mentorship program for them. As Julie, Nicole, and Lena 
revealed, the one-on-one relationships they developed with more seasoned educators 
through these programs were important factors in their wayfinding. According to the 
educators’ descriptions, the reason these relationships were important to their 
wayfinding was because their mentors were available to them to discuss a range of 
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topics, both professional and personal. Studies about career mentoring show that 
mentoring relationships addressing multiple aspects of a person’s life, including 
psychosocial and professional concerns, correspond with better outcomes, including 
higher pay, more promotions, and satisfaction in one’s career (Hezlett & Gibson, 2005; 
Noe, Greenberger, & Wang, 2002; Wanberg, Welsh, & Hezlett, 2003). That Julie, Nicole, 
and Lena felt comfortable talking with mentors about both personal and professional 
concerns suggests that a broader definition of mentoring in the workplace might benefit 
other novice art museum educators like them.  
Finally, another way the educators talked about engaging other people to support 
their wayfinding was through participation in communities outside their institutions. As 
Nicole gained traction in the field, she acted on her belief in networking as a valuable 
resource by giving back to a community, as a panelist discussing art careers to an 
audience of undergraduates at her alma mater. Hall (2002) would say that because 
Nicole has both “developed a sense of identity” as a museum educator and has 
“committed it to a cause,” in the form of the museum education profession, she now 
wants to pass on some of what she has learned to the next generation (p. 93). One 
noteworthy piece of advice she offered was to build a network of relationships and 
connections in the field in order to make your way. Hannah found support, and accessed 
the combined expertise and knowledge of a larger network, by being on the receiving 
end of a different panel discussion on career paths in museums. Alicia highlighted the 
positive role that professional learning and networking organizations, such as NYCMER, 
can play in helping educators feel a part of the profession. Stewart and Davis (2005) 
suggested a similar benefit for pre-service classroom teachers who benefit from the 
connections they make through professional education organizations, which contributes 
“to their acceptance [by the field] and level of confidence” (p. 44). However, Alicia also 
pointed out a potential barrier to accessing a professional organization like NYCMER, 
which is contingent on the ability to pay for membership.  
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As a separate opportunity born out of the research process itself, the focus group 
meeting also functioned as a community through which the educators accessed peer 
connections. In the same way that the study overall, as well as my phenomenological 
orientation, represents a “given cross-sectional realization” of “real-world networks” 
based on many variables, the focus group became a microcosm of this cross-sectional 
realization (Grunspan et al., 2014, p. 169). As I witnessed during the focus group, 
community bonds can form quickly, and even temporarily, to provide support for our 
wayfinding. Especially because of the temporal nature of this particular focus group 
gathering, the power of community, and its capacity to support its members, was all the 
more compelling. Barclay (2000) said that “our ongoing success as an autonomous 
agent is affected by our ability to share our ideas, our aspirations, and our beliefs in 
conversation with others” (p. 57). In the example shared in the previous chapter 
regarding the focus group, Nicole’s ability to share openly about her unnerving 
professional circumstances also became an opportunity for the other educators in the 
room to share ideas, aspirations, and beliefs about the art museum education field, as 
did the other various topics that came up during the focus group. The focus group itself, 
which drew together each of the educator’s varying networks, and the meaning and 
understanding they have each developed because of their extensive social interactions 
previously (both within and outside of the art museum education profession), became a 
larger pool from which they could draw in the ongoing process of making their way in the 
world. 
 My findings on the significance of connecting with and drawing support from 
others, either with peers or with mentors, echoes the literature on novice classroom 
teachers, where new teachers not only benefited from relational connections in their 
field, but were also more likely to stay in the field if they had a learning community made 
up of peers (Nieto, 2003; Williams, 2003) or if they had mentors (Beltman et al., 2011; 
Nasser-Abu Alhija & Fresko, 2010; Smith & Ingersoll, 2004). I would argue that Nieto’s 
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(2003) statement, “Creating communities among teachers is necessary if they are to 
remain connected to their profession, their students, and one another” applies not only to 
those who teach in schools, but also those who teach in museums (p. 124). 
Summary 
In the previous section, I reflected on the study by exploring connections across 
the research materials and addressing more directly the four analytical questions. As 
demonstrated in this section, the four analytical questions overlapped and intersected 
across the educators’ stories and related literature, theories, and ideas. In addressing 
the first question of how welcoming the novice museum educators found the spaces they 
joined, and in what ways, I compared the experience of the novice art museum 
educators, who naturally came with preconceived notions of how they might engage with 
the museum profession, to the “transition shock” experienced by novice classroom 
teachers. Four of the educators described spaces that felt unwelcoming, either due to a 
lack of racial diversity among staff members and visitors, the traditional place of 
education departments at the bottom of the museum hierarchy, or because colleagues in 
their own departments were not welcoming. These situations challenged the 
expectations they had for their work as museum professionals, and as an extension, 
their sense of self. There were also examples of museum spaces that felt welcoming to 
the educators, due to caring relationships established there or finding people who 
shared their experiences as people of color in a field made up predominantly of white 
people. The need to negotiate both welcoming and unwelcoming spaces in museums 
influenced their wayfinding, and their wayfinding was also guided and impacted by their 
sense of self. In the second subsection, I addressed how the educators’ sense of self 
intersects with their wayfinding. I described a two-way street; in one direction, the 
educators’ sense of self influencing their wayfinding, and in the other direction, the need 
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to find their way forcing the educators to reconsider their sense of self. In the third 
subsection, I discussed the ways that the novice art museum educators enacted agency 
in order to improve their situations. They enacted agency to get into the field, change 
their environments, and advocate for themselves, as well as by leaving a toxic work 
environment and through embracing opportunities that came their way. Finally, in the 
fourth subsection, I addressed the role of relationships in helping the novice art museum 
educators make their way. The novice art museum educators drew upon relationships 
through networking, mentoring, and participating in the larger professional community in 
order to respond to challenges and navigate the field. 
Implications and Future Research 
Upon embarking on this research project, I identified a relatively broad research 
question, along with two sub-questions, to initiate my exploration:  
- How might wayfinding take shape for five art museum educators entering the 
profession? 
- What do they go through? 
- What helps them navigate their way? 
To address these questions, in chapter II I began by surveying and synthesizing 
relevant literature about art museum education and educators, the related field of 
classroom teaching, with an emphasis on novice classroom teachers, and a brief section 
on millennials in the workplace. In chapter III, I briefly described phenomenology as a 
philosophy, including its origin and evolution, then went on to outline in detail the study I 
designed, organized by the post-intentional phenomenological research methodology I 
utilized (Vagle, 2014, 2018). Next, in chapter IV, I introduced the five novice art museum 
educators through a curated selection of stories they shared with me. In chapter V, I 
further opened up ways of illuminating the phenomenon of wayfinding based on three 
interrelated analytical questions that emerged during these earlier stages of analysis. 
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These questions helped frame a dialogue between my research materials and concepts 
of self-identity and agency. In chapter VI, I continued the exploration of wayfinding 
through an additional analytical question that put my research materials in dialogue with 
concepts of relational autonomy. Finally, in chapter VII, I have thus far explored what I 
saw and understood across the research materials, as well as addressing more directly 
the four analytical questions that guided the exploration of the phenomenon of 
wayfinding through continually connecting the educators’ stories to existing ideas, 
literature, concepts, and theories. Now, I will turn to the implications of this research for 
museum practices and for future research. 
Implications  
As communicated throughout this dissertation, I acknowledge my own 
constructivist and postmodern lens and belief that phenomena are moving and changing 
and in relationship with people and things around them in endless ways all the time. The 
five novice art museum educators in this study described their wayfinding in many ways 
depending on diverse conditions and concerns, such as family connections, relationship 
to the arts, race and ethnicity, educational experiences, workplace conditions, and prior 
professional experiences, to name a few. Furthermore, the educators in the study are 
not representative of the field at large, nor can their experiences be generalized.   
And yet, this research study speaks to an oft-neglected segment of the art 
museum education landscape—the experiences of newcomers finding their way in the 
profession—and one that warrants further research. Based on the specificity and 
temporality of the study, there are not general or absolute recommendations I can make 
for the field. Instead, I have crafted implications from this research project in the form of 
additional questions for those working in the field (or those looking to work in the field) to 
consider, as well as issues to anticipate, in the hopes that it inspires future research on 
novice museum educators, especially given the gap in literature on this topic.  
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Wayfinding 
 This research study centered on the phenomenon of wayfinding for five art 
museum educators with less than two years of experience in the profession who worked 
at least 15 hours per week in one art museum. I conceived of wayfinding metaphorically, 
as a process of finding one's way in and through the museum education professional 
environment through combined moments of action and reflection. As there is no 
research on this particular phenomenon in the field of museum education more broadly, 
this study naturally leads to new questions around wayfinding. For instance, how does 
wayfinding continue to take shape when novice art museum educators are no longer 
new to the profession? How does wayfinding take shape for art museum educators as 
they advance in the profession to positions that include more administrative 
responsibilities and less teaching time in the galleries? And while my study did not 
address freelance museum educators, who often work across several museums, the 
museum education field includes a large segment of freelancers. Some aspects of this 
study may be applicable to freelance museum educators; for instance, the role of 
relationships in navigating one’s way, educators' status in museum hierarchies, and how 
(un)welcoming educators found museum spaces. Still, the question emerges: How might 
wayfinding take shape for novice freelance art museum educators?  
 On another note, this study focused primarily on wayfinding as it engaged identity 
work, agency, and relationships in the lived experiences described by novice educators. 
Interestingly, the narratives included in the study only mentioned in passing the 
experience of teaching in museum galleries—a central element in the work of museum 
educators. Where there is substantial literature from the field on the complexities of 
gallery teaching (Barrett, 2000; Briggs Kemeza, 2019; Burnham & Kai-Kee, 2011; Falk & 
Dierking, 2000; Garcia, 2014; Hubard, 2011; Hubard, 2015; Mayer, 2005a; Sienkiewicz, 
2015; Vallance, 2004; Williams, 2010), and this study highlights the complexities of 
wayfinding, the question remains: How does wayfinding take shape for novice art 
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museum educators as they initially become immersed in their gallery teaching practices? 
And how does wayfinding take shape and evolve as art museum educators become 
more experienced in gallery teaching?  
Museum Hierarchies 
 Typical museum hierarchy, and the place of education at the bottom of the 
hierarchy, is a topic known well to professionals in the museum education field. 
Therefore, the fact that educators in this study experienced the negative impact of this 
hierarchy is not a surprise. What is notable, though, is that the negative impacts of this 
hierarchy manifested in at least two important ways: in the form of a lack of livable 
wages and benefits and lack of recognition from museum leadership (as an additional 
demoralizing aspect)  and through human-to-human interactions. Literature from the field 
supports the concerns of the novice educators regarding low salary (Boast & Mott, 2017; 
Sandstrom, 2018; Sussman, 2017) and lack of recognition from museum leaders 
(Brigham et al., 1988; Ebitz, 2005). Romantic notions often surrounding the work of 
educators (in museums as well as in other environments), such as that the rewards of 
the work are in the work itself, while compelling in some contexts, obscure the reality of 
how education is and is not valued within institutions. It still remains that novice museum 
curators, for example, make on average significantly more as a starting salary—$58,052 
a year—than novice museum educators do—$43,000 a year (AAMD, 2017). Therefore, 
it is not that the money is not there; it is that its distribution remains skewed. 
Furthermore, many museums have recently shown the capacity to find funding to pay 
interns, for example, in response to calls to end unpaid internships (AAMD, 2019; 
Halperin, 2017). And yet, the question remains: What might it take for institutions to 
critically consider their salary decisions and their implications, especially as museum 
missions continue to move to embrace education more fully and yet educators are 
unable to rely on a decent wage?  
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And while issues of salary and recognition demand continuing critical reflection 
by institutional leaders, the educators’ insights also open up an additional avenue for 
possible change, through the basic human-to-human interactions that take place in 
museums everyday. The daily activities in museums come down to individual people 
working together. The educators in this study craved basic human interactions across 
divisions, and within them. People want to matter to the people with whom they work. So 
an additional question for the museum field is: How can workplace culture and relational 
understanding within and across departments be developed and improved to benefit 
everyone, not least the novice educators who are finding their way as they enter the 
profession? 
Race and Ethnicity 
 For all of the educators in my study, many of their experiences were inevitably 
affected by race and ethnicity. The three educators of color either felt they were treated 
differently, or were acutely aware of the absence of people of color in the field and 
among museum visitors. The museum space felt unwelcoming to them, in large part 
because of the lack of representation. Other related barriers that came to affect their 
wayfinding included the prevalence of requiring or preferring graduate degrees in job 
postings, and a sense that they do not belong, given the historic precedent of white 
supremacy in museums. In fact, the notable absence of these kinds of barriers in the talk 
of the two white educators makes this all the more significant. Despite the fact that the 
field is currently abuzz with discussions around dismantling the systems of oppression 
that permeate museums and how to diversify staffing and visitorship (Cascone, 2018; 
Ivy, 2016; Schonfeld et al., 2015; Theung, 2016), these three people of color who are 
currently entering the field do not always feel the effects of these discussions. So the 
question to the museum field is: How can diversity, equity, inclusion, and accessibility 
discussions be activated and mobilized in museums to create more welcoming spaces 
for novice art museum educators of color? 
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Gender Studies 
 As previously mentioned, the museum education field is for the most part female 
(Westermann et al., 2019), and some of the topics that emerged from this study are 
often foregrounded in feminist literature and feminist studies, such as mentoring (Bona 
et al., 1995; Ellingson & Sotirin, 2008; Gammel & Rutstein-Riley, 2016; Moss et al., 
1999; Tarr, 2010). This drives to a new question: What might be illuminated by plugging 
in feminist theory concepts to the research materials gathered in this research study? At 
the same time, we are living in an age—and see clearly in this study—the complications 
to traditional notions of male and female, with much more dynamic, non-binary notions of 
gender present. Therefore, what might be illuminated if the same research materials 
were approached with contemporary gender studies concepts?  
  
Self-Agency 
For the five novice art museum educators in the study, self-efficacy and agency 
were crucial in giving them a sense of ownership and power in their environments, 
especially when those environments felt unwelcoming. Put alongside the literature 
around agency and resilience in novice classroom teachers, which calls for teacher 
educators and school administrators to nurture self-efficacy and agency in pre-service 
and early teachers (Beltman et al., 2011; Doney, 2013), this finding is all the more 
compelling. While nurturing self-efficacy and agency in novice art museum educators is 
not meant to be a pass for institutions, who still need to do the work to make their 
spaces welcoming, the question for the museum field (as well as university museum 
studies and education programs and certification programs elsewhere) is: How might 
finding strategies to develop agency and resilience in novice museum educators better 
prepare them for challenges they will face in the profession?   
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Mentoring and Peer Support 
 In considering the social connections that the novice art museum educators 
described relying on to navigate their way, mentoring and peer support both emerged as 
important to them. Based on their accounts, peer support took place organically—for 
example, in the form of casual conversations with co-workers or friends—and through 
deliberate actions taken by the educators to access peers in the broader field—such as 
attending public panel discussions about careers in the museum field. Mentoring 
opportunities, on the other hand, came about primarily through formalized relationships, 
either through an initial professor-student connection, a supervisor-supervisee 
connection, or an official, museum-initiated mentoring program. Based on the benefits 
four of the educators described experiencing through mentoring relationships, and based 
on recent literature regarding the role mentoring can play in opening up the field to 
newcomers (Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, 2016; Sweeney & Schonfeld, 2018), it 
raises a question for the museum education field: How might experienced museum 
educators be called on to more explicitly mentor novice museum educators? 
Listening to Novice Museum Educators 
While there have been studies that highlighted the voices of museum educators 
(Bailey, 2006b; Reid, 2012; Spock, 2000; Stafne, 2012), no studies have focused 
exclusively on novice museum educators. Their voices offer a valuable perspective, as 
concerns about attracting more diverse staff members continue to gain traction in the 
field (Gilbert, 2016; Kinsley & Wittman, 2016; Marsh, 2019). While more research 
focusing on the lived experiences of novice educators is also worth pursuing, education 
directors, managers, and supervisors might learn a great deal just by simply instigating 
more conversations with the novice educators with whom they work. 
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Pausing to Reflect 
Through participating in the research process, the five novice art museum 
educators had space and time to reflect on their experiences, exploring their feelings 
and reactions to the situations in which they found themselves, and considering their 
next steps accordingly. I also want to acknowledge the seriousness with which these five 
educators undertook this work; not only navigating the tension between self and world, 
but doing so with awareness and purpose, as evident in the candid and thoughtful 
reflexivity they engaged in during the interviews. While some consider reflexivity as an 
ongoing internal dialogue and self-evaluation (Archer, 2007; Berger, 2015), externalizing 
this process through group reflection (between two or more people) proved valuable for 
the five novice educators in the study; something they made a point of telling me. As 
Julie put it, “It's been really helpful for me, because I've been digesting what I'm going 
through on a deeper level. To really be asked to think about these questions and how 
they've affected me, that’s something that I wouldn't have done on my own.” 
This finding isn’t at all surprising, as there has been ample discussion in the field 
on the importance of critical reflection to improve teaching and learning (Schon, 1983; 
Silverman, 2010; Tran et al., 2019). And while reflection and reflexivity (in the form of 
becoming aware of how we may be influencing a situation) are not the same, it takes 
time away from one’s day-to-day work to engage in either practice. Furthermore, taking 
the time to engage in critical reflection may also lead to reflexivity, where someone 
reflects on their situation and considers how they may influence the situation; a 
potentially empowering exercise. 
And yet, I persistently hear from my professional peers about (and I experience 
myself) the lack of time devoted to reflecting on one’s practice, either independently or 
through more formalized efforts in their museums. Furthermore, while the educators in 
my study did at times reference their museum teaching practices, they spent more time 
talking about bigger ideas, such as belonging, surviving, and finding meaning in their 
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professional work. So the question for the museum field is: How might dedicated time for 
reflection and/or reflexivity—not only to explore professional concerns such as one’s 
teaching practice, but also to dive into the larger challenges that impact museum 
educators—improve wayfinding for everyone, including novice educators?  
  
What Do the Museum Educators Have to Say? 
As a final implication of this study for the field, I want to again turn the exploration 
of wayfinding over to the five novice art museum educators in the study. During the final 
interviews, I asked each of them what they would say to the field, or to new educators 
coming into the field, at this moment in time. Some of their recommendations, below, 
echo what has been shared in previous sections, including issues related to salary, 
unpaid internships, and finding allies and a network of support in the field. The educators 
also make some additional recommendations to institutions and the professionals within 
them, as well as to other novice museum educators, including staying true to your 
intentions, prioritizing visitors, and keeping current in the field, by reviewing research and 
other museums’ offerings.   
Alicia: Be open to hearing people's experiences and willing to make change. 
 The museum education field is not doing its best to serve outsiders, for people 
who may have a different background or who may have a background in arts education, 
but are just starting out in this field, in terms of not paying interns, and not providing 
new people entryways to higher paid positions.  
People told me, they were like, “You're gonna go from unpaid internship to 
unpaid internship. You're going to be paid very little, and even when you reach a certain 
point, you're still going to be paid very little even at a full time salary job.” I don’t believe 
that’s the way it has to be. Supervisors and managers and directors should be open to 
hearing people's experiences and willing to make change.  
Hannah: What is a museum if not their visitors? 
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Something else to think about is that what we as a society think of as culture is 
really changing. And I mean isn't a museum, like what is a museum if not their visitors? 
To have the ability to listen to what people need now and effectively create that. It's 
really a beautiful idea. So I think, if there is a way for museums to initiate more programs 
where they could more carefully listen to their audiences and also let their audiences feel 
like a part of this space. Like, a living part of that ecosystem.  
Lena: Think about the way you're bringing justice to your job every day. 
Find allies, like build out allyship. And really think about who it is that you wanna 
impact when you're deciding to be an educator. And are you still doing it for the people 
you wanna impact?Or are you doing it for a paycheck? And if you're doing it for them, 
think about the way you're bringing justice to your job every day. And whether you're still 
leading with integrity as your first step, you know? 
And don't be afraid if your lesson goes off. It has a lot to do with the students that 
are present that day and how present they actually are. So have your lesson plan, but 
think about it as a sheet in summer. It feels good to have that full sheet on you, but most 
of the time you're gonna kick your feet against it, and have some air hit your legs, right? 
So think about a lesson plan that way. It's like, you have it for protection. To make sure 
that if you get cold, it's there. It's like you're in the museum, you are on your objects and 
you have your lesson plan there. If you forget what you wanted to say, if you forget what 
you wanted to ask, you have it there with you. But more than anything you have your 
students there. And read your students, read them for what they need to know instead of 
what you wanna teach.  
Julie: Make what you say really intentional 
 Use your own voice and your own knowledge to dictate your unique approach. 
Make what you say really intentional and make the conversation really intentional. 
 And have a solid network of people. I don't have a vast network of museum 
educators, but I have a lot of friends who are educators in different disciplines. I would 
say it's really important to know what other research is being done right now. To keep 
current with that. And also to keep current with offerings that other museums have. 
 Nicole: Pay your workers more. 
Pay your workers more. I mean, my salary isn't that high in the first place, but it's 
still more than what educators were earning in my last museum. And, I don't know, it’s 
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kinda weird, because people there would wear expensive clothes and had seemingly 
pretty expensive lifestyles. But I don't know how they do that with that kind of salary. It 
doesn't really make sense. I feel like people who work in museums come from more 
privileged backgrounds. And I feel like that's not really fair.  
Also, adding more diversity, especially for upper management positions is 
important. Those positions are so hard to come by because once people are there, they 
never leave. So the opportunity to work or to go up your career is really hard because 
people who are already up there, they don't move. Not saying that they should quit their 
jobs, but it's also like, how are we supposed to advance in our careers if no one's going 
to retire until it's too late or something? So there needs to be, I feel like either more jobs 
or just more opportunities to kind of advance in the field. 
 In closing, for museum educators and leaders, instructors in higher education 
and certification programs for museum education, and people considering a career in 
museum education, I hope this research might impact your work. I have outlined various 
possible implications in the form of questions to consider. My intention is that this 
research might not only inspire new ways of thinking about the phenomenon of 
wayfinding for those in the early years of their museum education profession, but that it 
also might inspire action in making museums more welcoming for people now entering 
the profession.  
Future Research 
 During the final interview stage of gathering my research materials, I asked each 
novice art museum educator about the research process. While it did not fall under the 
scope of my research questions, I felt compelled to gather their thoughts on what it 
meant to them to be a part of a research project like this one. As with all of our 
conversations, each educator thoughtfully replied, and most of them echoed earlier 
thoughts they had shared about how therapeutic it was to talk about their work in this 
context.  
Nicole responded differently, though, and in doing so, articulated something I’d 
been thinking about regarding future research:  
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I think it would also have been interesting to bring up questions like, “How do 
young, museum professionals of color experience their career differently than other 
people?” Yeah. I think that does really affect and shape how we go through, working in 
museums or other cultural institutions.  
Nicole’s insights (along with the countless previous insights offered by Lena, 
Alicia, and her during this research study, based on their experiences as novice art 
museum educators of color) could easily lay the groundwork for an interesting, and 
important, future research project based on her explicitly stated research question, “How 
do young, museum professionals of color experience their career differently than other 
people?” 
Other areas for potential future research came to me, both as I was engaging in 
the research process, and once I had completed it, as follows: 
While I did not seek to address forms of risk taken by novice art museum 
educators, I came to see many of the experiences they described as moments of risk-
taking. Based on this observation, a question for further research might be: 
- How might risk take shape for art museum educators in the first five years 
of their career? 
 In researching the art museum education profession and specifically, concerns 
regarding sustainability in the field, I came across two blog posts written by or about 
people who have left the museum field, at least in part because of low pay (Erdman et 
al., 2017; Iwalani, 2017). At the same time, I have met several people who came to the 
museum education profession after a career in another field, leading me to wonder: 
- What is it like to transition in/out of the art museum education field to/from 
related fields? 
As someone who came to this research topic because of my experience as a 
middle manager who hired educators new to the field, and often felt the need to defend 
the value of our work to museum leadership, I wonder: 
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- What is the role of middle managers in challenging the traditional place of 
education departments in established museum hierarchies?  
Compiling the narratives of five novice museum educators in this moment is 
significant, capturing, like a snapshot, the lived experiences of educators embarking on a 
career at this critical time in the evolution of the museum education profession. And yet, 
this study focused on novice art museum educators in New York City alone. Looking 
forward: 
- What is it like for novice art museum educators to enter the field in other parts of 
the United States, or in other countries?  
Finally, there are several aspects of the research process itself that inspire 
questions for future research. While I intended for the focus group to function as a 
productive way of gathering research materials, I was surprised by the sense of 
camaraderie and community that was formed in a matter of minutes. As an extension, all 
of the novice art museum educators made comments at some point about the parallels 
between this research process and therapy. As such, I wonder: 
- How might a research project provide ongoing support for a group of 
novice art museum educators while also gathering insights about the 
field?  
Furthermore, the use of a post-intentional phenomenological approach as a method for 
exploring the multiple, fleeting, and temporal nature of the phenomenon of wayfinding 
through the experiences of novice museum educators also offers a model for more 
nimbly capturing the profession’s evolution in real time. As Denzin and Lincoln (2013) 
said about contemporary qualitative research, “We are in a new age where messy, 
uncertain multi voiced texts, cultural criticism, and new experimental works will become 
more common, as with more reflexive forms of fieldwork, analysis, and intertextual 
representation” (p. 31).  
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- What might different forms of qualitative research—for example, visual arts 
research methods and action research—reveal about the experience of entering 
the museum education profession? How might they loosen and expand our 
understanding of the museum education profession overall? 
- For example, in considering how the voices of novice art museum educators are 
not represented in the literature, what if their voices were heard more directly, as 
researchers themselves? What if researchers partnered with novice educators as 
full collaborators and co-researchers to engage in action research for the benefit 
of the field? 
The Coronavirus Pandemic 
 I completed and submitted this dissertation to my committee just as the 
coronavirus pandemic was taking hold in the United States, and in particular, ravaging 
New York City. Upon meeting online with my committee to discuss the dissertation a few 
weeks later, we naturally checked in with one another, to see how everyone was faring. 
After moving on to the topic at hand, we engaged in a fruitful and meaningful discussion 
about the dissertation. Toward the end of our discussion, one of my committee 
members, Ioana Literat, suggested I consider writing something about the current 
situation and how it relates to this work. For this suggestion, I am incredibly thankful. It is 
hard to imagine completing this project at this point in time without including some 
reflections on how the coronavirus pandemic affects this work.  
 The very nature of this dissertation embraced the concept that many of the things 
that I addressed here would naturally evolve and change with time; yet, in this particular 
time and place—amidst the COVID-19 pandemic—immense changes for the museum 
education field have already begun, and swiftly. Unfortunately, the pandemic offers a 
prime example of the precariousness of being a museum educator; all the more evident 
now that museums have had to temporarily close their doors, and budgets are being 
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adjusted accordingly. Many art museums in New York City have placed part-time 
educators on furlough or let them go entirely, and cut back the salaries of those 
educators who remain on the payroll (Artforum, 2020; Hogarth, 2020; McCarthy & 
Siegel, 2020). Museums are not able to provide the public programming they normally 
would, and in the short-term, that makes education staff the low hanging fruit. Yet, it is 
not the first time that educators have taken the fall when museums find they cannot 
make ends meet. In response to an anonymous spreadsheet that is currently circulating 
online, which logs the number and types of positions being furloughed or dissolved 
altogether in several hundred museums across the country, Brian Hogarth, the Director 
for Museum Education Programs at Bank Street College in New York City, notes how 
many of these positions are educators and goes on to ask, “Why [is] education staff, yet 
again, bearing the brunt of these layoffs? (Hogarth, 2020, para. 5). These layoffs 
underscore some of the findings and implications from this study; specifically, those 
pointing to the lack of value placed on museum education by museum leaders and 
trustees.  
 We are truly in the midst of this unfolding crisis, and there are many unknowns, 
but at this point, it doesn’t look good for museum educators. That said, the findings and 
implications from this study do not become irrelevant in the face of this dire forecast. I 
fully believe that on the other side of this terrifying time, when museums are able to 
safely re-open, visitors will be back, and all the more eager to participate in public life 
again. In this new world, I can anticipate an even greater demand for educators who 
understand visitors and their needs, as well as how to help museums relate to visitors in 
new and meaningful ways. In the same ways that we will be changed by having lived 
through this uncertain and scary time, museum visitors will be changed too.  
 It is understandable that museums are thinking in the short-term right now, in 
order to survive. I hope that with any downtime museum leaders and trustees find in the 
coming months, they will also use this opportunity to rethink their priorities, and assess 
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the ultimate allocation of whatever funds remain in responsible and thoughtful ways. The 
creative work currently being undertaken online by museum educators and other 
museum professionals in order to reach audiences they cannot be with physically might 
be an ideal place to begin brainstorming.  
Final Thoughts 
 As a former novice art museum educator, I resonated with so much of what 
Nicole, Alicia, Julie, Lena, and Hannah shared with me during this study. While my 
specific experiences vary a great deal from theirs, I felt connected to their stories, 
because of what lay beneath them. Their concerns about finding one’s way, belonging, 
thriving, standing up for the people they serve, and caring about the work were and are 
concerns of mine, as well. 
 As a novice researcher, I also resonated with their feelings of transience, the 
messiness of figuring out your life, and not always knowing what you’re doing. Just as 
the profession sometimes left them puzzled, so too, the process of research has, at 
times, left me puzzled. Underneath my feelings as a novice researcher are the same list 
of concerns: finding one’s way, belonging, thriving, standing up for the people I serve, 
and caring about the work. And while I finish this project feeling that I have found my way 
through the process, and I hope that I belong and will thrive as a researcher moving 
forward, I know unequivocally that I still very much care about the work—the work of art 
museum education research, the work of art museum education. A lingering worry, 
though, is whether I have adequately addressed that other concern—to stand up for the 
people I serve; in this case, not only five novice art museum educators in New York City, 
but more broadly, art museum educators everywhere. Will this research push the field to 
be more welcoming and supportive for the people who choose to join it? For the work 
matters; it matters to me, it matters to the five educators in this study, and I hope it 
matters to you, too. 
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In closing, I will share what I wrote in my post-reflexion journal as I finished up 
the second round of interviews in July, 2018. In this moment, I was considering what it 
meant to have spent ten hours listening closely to what five incredibly inspiring and 
thoughtful novice art museum educators had to say: 
 I had not realized it in this way, until now; I am carrying an emotional load. I’ve 
interviewed all of my participants (only 5 of them, but two interviews each), and I am 
now having trouble extricating myself from their stories, from their lives, in order to 
address the phenomenon I am studying. It is as if my participants are on one side and 
the phenomena are on the other, and I feel I can only situate myself in one place or the 
other; I cannot figure how to reside in both places at once.  
 When I am on the side of their stories, their lives, I feel the mentor, the 
supervisor, the boss in me, reliving my own trauma at not being able to help the people 
who lost their jobs at the museum after I left—and not being able to stay there and be 
an advocate for them, and not having the ability to show museum leadership the 
incredible contribution they made to the museum. I realize now just how significant that 
occurrence has been for me. It’s as if my oldest-child syndrome is triggered, that I 
need to take care of those that are coming up after me, and in the case of that 
museum, I wasn’t able to do it.  
 As the oldest of three kids, my younger sister and brother also needed caring 
for, especially when my parents were fighting, and I fully embodied the caregiver role 
with them when I was young, wanting to protect them. And here, in this research, are 
some of the same ingredients; five younger educators who are struggling to find their 
place in the profession, who are in professional situations ranging from somewhat 
tenuous to altogether unstable. No wonder it’s difficult for me to extricate myself from 
their stories! 
 On the side of the phenomenon—wayfinding—I feel safe, at a distance. I put 
my “big-picture” hat on and I am curious, wanting to uncover some big ideas that will 
help the field of museum education to become a more welcoming, more supportive 
career environment. This feels important and actually doable, where my “saving” the 
professional lives of these 5 study participants certainly doesn’t feel doable, nor should 
it be. They are confident, capable people who have a lot to teach me, and the field of 
museum education. 
(July 31, 2018) 
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